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Tactical Judgment Vol 4: A Ne’er-Do-Well’s Reaction! 
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"The bond between a lawyer and their client is said to be unbreakable, stronger than anything 
else." 
"Well, then it must be worth less than a losing lottery ticket." 


Prologue 


It all started half a year ago, on a rainy day in June, at a certain national chain pub. 
"Long time no see, Harada!" 

"Hey, you look well, Tsuji." 

Tsuji greeted Harada with the same friendly smile as always. 


The two of them had been in the same tennis club during high school, with Harada as the senior 
and Tsuji as the junior. 


Akiyoshi Harada had just turned 25 a few days ago and was a salaryman. Maybe due to playing 
tennis continuously since high school, the term "sportsman" suited him well. He was over 180 
centimeters tall and had a solid build. 


On the other hand, although Takeshi Tsuji had also trained in tennis during high school, he had 
since spent most of his time hunched over a desk, so he didn't look like a sportsman anymore. 
Instead, his slender build and well-proportioned features combined to give the impression of a 
gentle, refined man. 


Since their high school tennis club was extremely small, with fewer than ten members across all 
three grades, Harada often had to personally guide his juniors. This background brought them 
closer, and their relationship continued even after graduation. Now, as working adults, they 
occasionally set up opportunities to drink together, like today. This day marked their first reunion 
in half a year, so it was only natural that the drinks and conversation flowed smoothly. 


Tsuji's phone rang at exactly 8 PM, just as they were pouring their third beer. 

"Oh, excuse me, Harada, do you mind if | take this?" 

"Sure, no problem." 

After talking for a short while, Tsuji raised his head from the phone and asked, "Um, Harada, 
would it be okay if | invited a guest over? | have some business that | need to take care of 
tonight." 

Normally, Harada wouldn't be too thrilled about drinking with a stranger on such short notice. 
However, having already downed two beers, he was feeling a bit more relaxed and didn't 


immediately refuse. Instead, he asked with a playful grin, "Hey, Tsuji. Is this guest... a beauty?" 


Tsuji instantly understood his senior's intent and grinned as he nodded. 


"Yes, | think you'll find her quite attractive." 


"You're not talking about your girlfriend or something, right?" Harada asked, raising his pinky (a 
traditional Japanese gesture to refer to women). 


"Don't worry, Harada, she's single and available." 

Instead of gesturing an OK, Harada gave a thumbs-up and smiled back at his junior. 

‘I'm glad | have such a good junior' - is what Harada thought at the time. Since becoming a 
working adult, with all the overtime and all-nighters, he hadn't had much of a chance to meet 
women, let alone go on group dates. The idea of his junior setting him up with a woman made 
him genuinely happy. 

The much-anticipated guest finally appeared half an hour later. 

"Harada, let me introduce you. This is my colleague, Akane Sawatari." 

"Nice to meet you, you're Mr. Harada, right?" 

‘She's a knockout’, Harada thought as he returned her greeting. 

Her well-proportioned figure was wrapped in a light blue suit, and her face, with its intellectual 
yet gentle smile, could only be described as beautiful. 'Tsuji, you're a great guy’, Harada thought 
sincerely. 

First, the three of them had a toast. 

Then, they moved on to casual conversation. 

Though it was two men and one woman, Tsuji seemed to be intent on giving his senior the 
spotlight, staying a step behind in the conversation. Thanks to that, Harada was able to fully 
showcase himself. "Oh, Ms. Sawatari, you play tennis too? | used to go pretty far in official 
tournaments back in high school, right Tsuji? Hey, if you'd like, we should play together 
sometime." 

The conversation started to take a strange turn around then. 


"By the way, Mr. Harada, what kind of work do you do?" 


It was a standard question that you'd expect from people meeting for the first time, so Harada 
answered without hesitation. 


"I'm just a plain old salaryman. I'm a web designer." 

"Wow, a designer? That's so cool!" 

"No, it's really not as glamorous as it sounds. | make websites based on orders from other 
companies, but they keep changing the specifications almost daily. Every time, | end up pulling 
all-nighters, and there's no such thing as labor standards in this job." 


Harada chuckled self-deprecatingly, but inwardly, he didn't mind being called "cool." 


And then, following the basic rule of conversation with someone you just met — when you're 
asked about yourself, you should then ask the same of the other person — Harada continued. 


"What kind of work do you do, Ms. Sawatari? Tsuji mentioned you work at a company that 
develops human resources." 


"Yes, it's a wonderful company. I'm currently an office lady, but | want to become a bridal 
coordinator in the future." 


"A bridal coordinator... So, you mean arranging weddings and such?" 
Sawatari nodded enthusiastically. 


"Yes, exactly. Don't you think it's wonderful to be able to coordinate the happiest day of a 
couple's life? I'm even planning to open my own shop someday.” 


For a moment, Harada was at a loss for words. Harada hated weddings — especially other 
people's weddings. Why should he have to watch other people being lovey-dovey for hours? 
And to pay a large sum of money for it under the guise of a congratulatory gift?! 


However, if he expressed such a sentiment here, it would undoubtedly leave a bad impression 
on this beautiful woman named Sawatari. Harada decided to subtly steer the conversation in a 
different direction. 


"Oh, | see. But isn't it tough to start a new business in this economy? Even our company's 
president is always looking pale from trying to secure funds. And even if you have a company or 


a shop, I've heard it's hard to get customers at first." 


Then, he immediately regretted his words. What was the point of bringing up practical problems 
to a woman who was dreaming big, especially when he was trying to woo her? 


But it seemed his concern was unfounded, as Sawatari didn't seem the least bit offended. 


"Yes, that's why connections and networking are important, right? The company | work for is 
great for building such networks. The president is an incredible person. 


So, while my goal is to open my own shop, I'm taking a roundabout route to get there." 
"I-l see, that makes sense." 
Harada, relieved that he hadn't ruined the mood, nodded in agreement. 


"The work I'm doing now is, specifically, venture capital... in other words, supporting people who 
are trying to start their own businesses. 


Mr. Harada, how do you spend your monthly salary?" 


"H-Huh?" Harada was taken aback by the sudden mention of his salary. "W, well, | guess it's 
living expenses, and then savings..." 


"Well, that's normal. Of course, saving and having fun is important, but don't you think money 
should also be invested in yourself?" 


"Invested in myself? Well, yeah, | suppose that's another way to use it." 
By this point, Harada could sense that the conversation was heading in a strange direction. He 
glanced at Tsuji, hoping for some help in changing the topic. But it seemed Tsuji had no 


intention of doing so. 


Sawatari, oblivious to Harada's discomfort, gave him an alluring smile and said, "Mr. Harada, 
wouldn't you like to become the kind of cool guy who owns multiple foreign cars?" 


"Huh? Well, | mean, sure..." 
"And if you had money, you'd be super popular, and that would be better, wouldn't it?" 
"Uh, yeah..." 


"If you get married but don't have any money, you'll end up making your wife feel miserable, 
won't you? To avoid that, wouldn't you want to be rich and cool?" 


"Of course, that's true." 
"So, what do you think is essential for that?" 


"...[-Investing in yourself, maybe?" 


Harada answered while trying to suppress his anxiety. 


"Exactly! Our company supports startups, but first, we teach the necessary knowledge for 
running a business." 


"Harada, this knowledge is something you absolutely can't learn anywhere else," Tsuji suddenly 
chimed in, as if to back up the conversation. "There aren't many places where you can learn this 
kind of knowledge, and it's not widely available, so most people don't have the opportunity to 
learn it. But at our company, the president himself holds seminars, and you can learn such 
valuable knowledge. Isn't that amazing, Harada?" 


"Uh, yeah, | guess..." 


Harada realized that all he had been doing for a while now was giving vague responses. It was 
clear that the discussion was heading in a strange direction. Harada understood this, but in a 
situation where it was two against one, he thought it might not be wise to change the topic and 
kill the mood, so he kept quiet. 


Once again, Sawatari smiled. 


"Of course, | think there are people who would prefer to keep working on the ground rather than 
running a company. 


Even so, | believe that just having one person in a company with the essential know-how for 
running it can make a huge difference. So, the knowledge you can gain from our company isn't 
only useful for those who want to become presidents. Knowing all this versus not knowing it can 
make a significant difference in your career. 


Mr. Harada, | believe there are people who seize opportunities and people who miss them. 
Right now, you have the chance to gain such valuable knowledge." 


"Uh, right..." 

"Harada, | can't give you specific names, but there are companies that have become very 
famous now, and some of them were supported by our company. The presidents of those 
companies are now living it up, driving multiple foreign cars and partying every night..." 

Tsuji added, pressing the point, as Harada, now reduced to vague nods, struggled to respond. 
"Even though our company is so amazing, it's not a volunteer organization. Still, for just 75 


dollars a month, you can attend seminars to gain such wonderful knowledge. And of course, the 
support you receive isn't limited to just that." 


Harada felt his drunkenness fading away. 

(So this was the purpose why this guest appeared.) 

Harada recalled a time when he'd been persuaded on the street to join a membership club 
where, for just 75 dollars a year, he could watch as many movies as he wanted. But when he 
actually joined, he found out that there were only a few affiliated theaters, and in the end, he 
only watched one third-rate movie that year. Since then, he'd become firmly convinced that "if 
something sounds too good to be true, it probably is." Because of that experience, the joint 


persuasion efforts of the beauty and his junior came across as nothing but fishy to Harada. 


Harada glanced at Tsuji with a somewhat resentful expression. 'What kind of company did you 
get yourself into, you idiot?’ 


"These 75 dollars will pay off in the future," Sawatari said cheerfully, oblivious to Harada's inner 
thoughts. 


"Look, 75 dollars isn't that much money, is it?" 
"W-Well, | guess not." 


"When you think about it as an investment in yourself, it's really cheap. So, Mr. Harada, aren't 
you interested?" 


Sawatari looked up at Harada with a meaningful gaze. 

"Mr. Harada, you've been really listening seriously, and when we talk like this, | can tell from 
your demeanor whether you're interested or not. But | think you really can't understand how 
great this is without attending a seminar yourself. If you come, you'll definitely understand. So, 
why not give it a try?" 

"Well, I'm not really the type who wants to become a president or anything..." 


Harada, feeling pressured, barely managed to get those words out. 


But it seemed Sawatari had anticipated that response, as she immediately replied without 
missing a beat. 


"No, even if you don't want to become a president, just having someone with this kind of 
knowledge in a company is valuable. Mr. Harada, do you have any dissatisfaction with the 


company you're currently working for?" 


"N-Not really." 


"Not at all?" 

"Well, if you put it that way... Of course, there are a few things..." 

"Right? So, for the sake of your future, you should start accumulating knowledge now. The 
knowledge we provide will be useful in making the company you're working for successful and 


taking it in the right direction. So, would you like to come and see for yourself?" 


"W-Well, | don't really have the energy to think about the future of my company right now, so I'm 
not very interested in that sort of thing..." 


"Yes, yes, a lot of young people think that way. But it's exactly those people who end up 
regretting it a few years later. So —" 


... The persistent sales pitch, delivered by the duo, dragged on for another two hours. 


Yet, Harada refused to budge. He couldn't help but feel a deep sense of pity for Tsuji, who had 
brought him such a proposition, despite all the favors Harada had done for him in high school. 


(Could it be that you're pulling this same stunt on other friends of yours?) 


Harada's suspicion was far from unfounded. 


Chapter 1: Brainwashing Release, Yamashika Style 


November 27th, 1:05 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


On that day, nearing the end of November, our Yamashika Law Office welcomed a visitor. 
"So, Mr. Harada... was it? What can | help you with?" 
| asked, sitting on the sofa with my arms and legs crossed, speaking in a confident tone. 


To an outsider, this might have seemed like a somewhat arrogant posture. However, in a job like 
mine, where | listen to people's problems, it's better to maintain a confident demeanor rather 
than being overly deferential, even in the service industry — it helps put the client at ease. 
That's my theory, at least. I'm not acting arrogant because | enjoy it. 


On the sofa across the coffee table sat a young man in a suit and tie, looking every bit the 
salaryman. He looked to be about 25 or 26 years old, standing close to six feet tall. He had a 
sturdy, athletic build, likely from playing sports. His name was Akiyoshi Harada. 


It was just after noon on a weekday. It seemed he had come during a break from work. 
"Actually, | need to consult with you about a friend of mine." 


Harada answered in a worldly, businesslike manner. Although he made a rather curt impression, 
his tone suggested that he was a serious person. 


He had made an appointment with me just yesterday, asking if | would listen to his consultation. 
From what | gathered during our brief conversation, it seemed to be a matter related to civil law, 
sO as a Criminal case specialist, | considered turning him down. But then he said: 


"I've consulted with several other lawyers, but none of them gave me a favorable response. 
Now, | have no one else to rely on but the esteemed Mr. Yamashika..." 


When someone flatters you to that extent, you feel inclined to at least hear them out. Besides, 
just talking for thirty minutes or so would allow me to pocket a consultation fee of 35 dollars, so 
it wasn't a bad deal for me. 


At that moment, the door in the corner of the room opened, and a man walked in. Harada 
looked slightly startled. It was understandable; the tall man with long hair, who had a rather 


lethargic expression, looked completely out of place in a prestigious law office. 


"Here you go." 


With a gruff tone and a not-so-polite gesture, the man placed a cup of tea on the table. 


His name was Eiji Kageno. He was a socially awkward and rough private detective who often 
barged into my well-heated office and would laze around on the guest sofa, napping. 


Normally, a talented young woman named Yukina, who serves as both my assistant and 
secretary, would be here, but unfortunately, she was currently at university. So, | had no choice 


but to use this guy... 


His crude language, sloppy attire, and above all, his expressionless face, which would likely 
make any child cry if they saw it, convinced me never to use him for client interactions again. 


Ignoring the bewildered Harada, Kageno scratched his head and returned to the adjoining room. 
"Let's get back to the topic. So, what happened with your friend?" 

"Oh. Yes, well, it seems he... how should | put this? | think he's gotten involved in some sort of 
shady business scheme, maybe a multi-level marketing or pyramid scheme... It's not exactly 
that, but something along those lines." 

"| see, that's quite a troublesome situation." 

"It all started around six months ago. 

We had an opportunity to catch up over drinks for the first time in a while, and suddenly, Tsuji — 
oh, Tsuji is the name of my friend — suddenly, he asked if he could invite a colleague from his 
company. | figured it would be a bit awkward just the two of us, so | agreed." 


"| see." 


Normally, one wouldn't think of suddenly inviting a guest to a drinking session between friends... 
unless it was a woman, maybe. 


| could already guess what kind of story was coming next. 


"At first, we were just having a normal conversation about hobbies and such. But things started 
getting strange when the topic of work came up." 


"Let me guess, it was the guest who brought up the topic of work? They probably asked you 
what your job was, right?" 


Harada looked at me in surprise. 


"Y-Yes, exactly. How did you know?" 


"Shall | tell you what happened next? You explained your job, and since they asked about you, 
you felt it was only polite to ask about their job in return, right?" 


Harada let out an impressed sigh. 


"Amazing, you really live up to your reputation. That's exactly what happened. How could you 
tell?" 


"Leading a conversation is something that happens often in court. But please, continue. After 
they were asked about their job, the guest started talking in detail about their company, didn't 
they?" 


"Yes, that's exactly what happened. They started telling me about how their company supports 
young people in starting new businesses. 


That's when things started getting weird. They began talking about how the most important thing 
for young people today is to invest in themselves, and asking if | didn't want to be one of those 
cool people who own multiple foreign cars, or saying that if you get married but don't have 
money, you'll only make your wife miserable." 


"| see, that's quite something..." 


They were trying to instill in him the idea that if he continued to live his life as it was, nothing 
good would come of it. 


"And so, they kept talking about how if | attended their company's seminar, | could learn 
valuable things about running a business that | couldn't learn anywhere else. And finally..." 


"It came down to money?" 


"Yes, exactly. They said that | could attend the seminar, where | could gain valuable knowledge, 
for just 75 dollars a month. They suggested that making such a small investment for my future 
success was a bargain." 


75 dollars, huh? Should | say that's cheaper than | expected? Well, they probably start with 75 
dollars and gradually squeeze out more and more. 


"By that point, | knew exactly what this was about. They kept persisting, but | managed to turn 
them down. 


Afterward, | looked up the company Tsuji works for on the internet. | knew the name. It’s called 
TreeStruct Inc. As | expected, | found many testimonials from people who had been scammed 
out of money for useless seminars and materials. 


So, | tried to convince Tsuji. | told him to quit working at a company with such a bad reputation. 
But he doesn't seem to think there's anything wrong with the company at all, so he wouldn't 
listen to me. | even went to his company. | met with the president of TreeStruct directly and told 
him to stop involving Tsuji any further." 

"It didn't work, did it?" 

"No, exactly as you said. They told me that the products they sell are legitimate, that they're not 
doing anything illegal, and that Tsuji is working there of his own free will. When they take that 
attitude, there's nothing more | can do. | decided to wait for Tsuji to realize it himself. 

But recently, it seems that Tsuji has been contacting all his friends and acquaintances, trying to 
recruit them... He's even trying to get them to buy materials that cost 3500 dollars or attend 


some kind of overnight seminar. 


At this rate, he's going to be shunned by everyone. But he still doesn't seem to realize he's 
doing anything wrong. In fact, he seems to think he's helping people." 


"He's completely brainwashed." 
"Yes, that's exactly right. | realized that | couldn't just leave it alone anymore, so about twenty 
days ago, | gathered some friends and even our high school club advisor to try and convince 


him, but he just wouldn't listen to us at all..." 


"| understand why you've come to see me. In other words, you want me to pull him away from 
that company, correct?" 


"Yes, exactly! Could you please help with that?" 

| see, | understand the situation now. 

However, this is quite a troublesome request. 

"Let me ask you one thing. You've consulted with other lawyers about this matter, haven't you?" 
Harada scratched his head, looking a bit uncomfortable. 

"Y-Yes... | did consult with a few lawyers who specialize in multi-level marketing and similar 
cases... But they all said that it's difficult to bring someone back once they've been 


brainwashed..." 


Well, that’s probably true. 


Brainwashing is a terrifying thing. | don’t want to believe that the human brain is so simple, but 
there are people out there who strap bombs to themselves and commit suicide attacks, or hijack 
planes and crash them into buildings. All of these are likely the result of brainwashing. 

If it's a matter of breaking down the preconceived notions of witnesses or jurors, I’m confident | 
can do it. But prejudice and brainwashing are different things. If asked whether | can undo 
someone’s brainwashing — | can’t easily say yes. 

"| agree with the other lawyers. It would be more effective for someone like you, who has a 
close relationship with him, to take your time and try to persuade him, rather than having a 
lawyer intervene." 

"Is there any way you could help? The longer we wait, the more Tsuji will lose his reputation and 
his money. I've heard of your esteemed reputation. Isn’t there... some quick way to resolve 
this?" 

"Even if you say a quick way... The problem is that Tsuji himself doesn’t realize he's being 
deceived, right? In that case, no matter how much | try to persuade him as an outsider, | doubt 
he would listen. That’s why brainwashing is so scary." 

"Is that so..." 


Harada's shoulders slumped in disappointment. 


Turning him down here would be easy. However — there is something tempting about solving a 
case that other lawyers couldn't. Besides, | don’t have any cases on my hands at the moment. 


"There is... one way." 
At my words, Harada quickly lifted his head. 
"There is!? Really?" 


"Yes. It’s impossible for me to persuade Tsuji directly. But if it's about severing his ties with that 
company, then there might be something | can do." 


"That would be more than enough! Please, I’m begging you!" 
"| don’t mind taking on the case... but there is one problem with this method." 
"Oh... What kind of problem?" 


I grinned. 


"It would mean ignoring Tsuji’s own wishes." 

November 28th, 5:15 PM, City Center 

The next day, | was walking through the city alone. 

It was just past 5 PM, the time when office workers start hitting the streets. The place where | 
was now was a small square located somewhere between the business district and the 
entertainment district. It was a popular meeting spot for people who were about to head out to 


the nightlife. 


Based on the information | got from Kageno, | was wandering around this area, dressed in a 
broad-shouldered suit. However, | had removed the gold lawyer badge that | usually wear. 


It was only a moment before the person | was looking for approached me. 
"Excuse me, do you have a moment?" 
A young woman's voice. 


When | turned around, a woman who could be described as "beautiful," dressed in a suit, was 
smiling brightly at me. 


"Hm? What is it?" 

"Do you have any interest in investing in yourself?" 

"Investing? In myself?" 

"Yes. If you invest in yourself now, it will surely pay off many times over in the future." 


There was no mistake in the information Kageno had given me. This woman seemed to be from 
the company | was targeting. 


"Oh? What kind of investment are we talking about?" 


The moment | said those words, a strange smile, almost predatory, spread across the woman's 
face. 


Five minutes later, | was being led to the office of TreeStruct Inc., located on the second floor of 
a building called Akatsuki Building, which stood among the many buildings in the business 


district. It's quite a bold move to suddenly bring someone they just approached on the street 
directly to the office. 


The building was so large that it felt foolish to even count how many floors it had. According to 
the directory, the upper floors above the second were all occupied by various businesses, but 
the first floor was lined with many restaurants, and due to the evening hour, there were a lot of 
people coming and going. The company called TreeStruct wasn’t as big as | had imagined, as it 
only occupied a few rooms on the second floor. 

The room | was brought into looked like a reception room with a desk and chairs. It was a 
clean-looking room, likely designed to avoid intimidating visitors. There were even potted plants 
arranged neatly, and the air conditioning made it quite a comfortable space. 


"Please wait here for a moment. I'll go get someone in charge right away." 


The beautiful woman who had invited me spoke in an overly polite tone, and then left the room, 
leaving me alone. 


And then, within less than a minute, 
"Sorry to keep you waiting.” 


A middle-aged man wearing glasses entered, greeting me with a typical Japanese-style 
introduction. 


"This is who | am." 


He handed me his business card with a courteous gesture. | accepted it with a casual "Thank 
you.” The card read, "Vice President Yoichi Fujioka, TreeStruct Inc." 


"Vice President, huh?" 
When | asked, the man — Fujioka — nodded happily. 


"Yes. In order to ensure that people properly understand our company’s philosophy, | personally 
take the time to provide explanations." 


"Oh, | see, | see." 
| couldn’t help but respond indifferently, but Fujioka didn’t seem offended. 
"Excuse me, but may | ask your name?" 


"Oh, I’m Yamashika." 


"| see. And what is your occupation, Mr. Yamashika?" 

| was a little troubled. | didn’t want to say I’m a lawyer, but | also didn’t want to tell a blatant lie. 
Should | just say I’m self-employed...? No, that’s not quite right. 

"?’m just a humble freelancer." 

"Ah, a freelancer. That’s a very respectable occupation." 

"Well, thank you." 

Even | thought my response was rather unenthusiastic. 


"Alright, let's get right to the point. | understand that you’re interested in investing in yourself, 
correct, Mr. Yamashika?" 


"Yes, well... | am a freelancer, after all." 


"| see, | see. In that case, | believe our company can be of great help to you. First, let me 
explain that our company’s main business is supporting young people who want to start their 
own businesses. Of course, just starting a business isn’t enough, so we also provide the 
necessary know-how for running and growing that business." 


"Ah, | see. And what exactly does that entail?" 


"Well, for example, do you know what procedures are required when establishing a new 
corporation?" 


"No, not really." 


"Isn't that right? Well, some schools teach that kind of thing, and if you look it up online, you'll 
find it right away. Of course, we can guide you through it if you wish. But simply starting a new 
business is something anyone can do. However, just doing that won't bring in customers. 
Naturally, because you don’t have any track record. If you’re serious about starting a new 
business and attracting customers, what you'll need more than anything are connections with 
various people." 


"| see. That certainly makes sense." 


My lines were deliberately devoid of emotion, but Fujioka beamed as if my response validated 
his point. 


"Yes, Mr. Yamashika, you think so too, don’t you? And this is exactly what investing in yourself 
means. Our company can provide you with the essential knowledge and connections necessary 
for founding and operating a company. This is extremely valuable, as no company would ever 
share such resources with outsiders." 

"| see, | understand. So, in what specific way would you provide these resources?" 

"Yes, first, you would become a member of our company. This would allow you to participate in 
several seminars we host each month and purchase various educational materials that we sell. 
At these seminars, you'll have the opportunity to hear valuable talks from our company's 
president and various prominent figures from different industries. Of course, after the talks, we 
also provide opportunities for participants to interact directly with these influential people." 
"And that's where | can build my network?" 

"Exactly." 

"Hmm, that sounds wonderful." 

They probably bring in some CEO whose company name is similar to a famous one. Or, 
conversely, they might bring in some high-ranking individuals from companies no one has ever 
heard of. 


"But becoming a member means there’s a membership fee, right?" 


"Yes, unfortunately — or perhaps | should say naturally — since we are running a business after 
all." 


However, | don't think it's a particularly high amount. Just now, we’re running an ‘Autumn Leaves 
Campaign,’ so the usual membership fee of 200 dollars is waived." 


| had to stifle a laugh from escaping. 

Why would a company that supports new businesses have an 'Autumn Leaves Campaign"? 
What could it possibly have to do with anything? At this rate, they'll probably start a Christmas 
campaign next month. 

"So, the actual cost is only the monthly membership fee of 75 dollars." 


"Ah, so it costs 900 dollars a year." 


Fujioka waved his hands frantically. 


"No, no, no! | understand that it may seem a bit expensive when you think of it that way. But this 
is an investment, after all. If that 900 dollars could turn into millions, or even billions in the future, 
wouldn't you agree that it's a very inexpensive investment?" 

"But an investment carries the risk of being wasted, doesn’t it?" 

Fujioka waved his hands frantically again. 

"No, no, no, no! Sure, with stocks or futures trading, there's a possibility it could be wasted. After 
all, the success of other companies or the yield of crops is beyond the control of the investor 
and can sometimes fail. But with our company, the target of your investment is yourself. In other 
words, as long as you work hard, the returns will be as high as you make them. There’s no more 
guaranteed investment than this." 

There it is. That’s one of the key points. 

"| see, | understand your explanation very well. It’s certainly intriguing." 

"Really? That's wonderful! Well, then, this coming Saturday... on the 30th, we have a seminar." 
Fujioka, smiling brightly, pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. 


"If you sign up now, you can also attend that seminar... How does that sound?" 


He’s cutting straight to the chase. Hmm. Even with my lousy acting, as long as | show some 
interest, it seems to be effective enough. 


"Well, | understand your explanation very well. I’m quite interested, actually." 

"Thank you so much." 

He looked genuinely pleased. 

"However, when it comes to spending 900 dollars, it’s a bit tough. | also think it’s not wise to 
make a decision on something like this right away. So for now, could we leave it at just 
discussing it, and delay signing the contract until later?" 

With that, | exaggeratedly glanced at my watch. 


"Oh, look at the time. | was planning to head home early tonight, so I'll be taking my leave now." 


Fujioka, in a bit of a panic, said, 


"W-Wait a minute! As | mentioned earlier, if you sign up now, the 200 dollars membership fee 
will be waived thanks to the Autumn Leaves Campaign. But since the month is about to end, the 
campaign will be over soon. So, if you sign up right now, not only can you attend Saturday’s 
seminar, but you'll also be getting a great deal..." 

"Well, when you put it that way, it does make me hesitate a bit." 


Fujioka let out a small sigh of relief. 


Now, what to do? I’ve gathered enough evidence from our conversation so far, so | could reveal 
my true identity now... 


For the time being, | picked up the contract and examined it. It was filled with small print. 
"There’s a lot written here." 
"Y-Yes, but it's nothing too significant." 


"Hmm, but it’s a contract, so I'd like to read it thoroughly. But | don’t have much time today, so it 
would be better to finalize this another day..." 


"N-No, really, it’s just the standard clauses you find in any contract. Recently, the laws have 
become stricter, so we can’t add any strange clauses or deceive anyone. So, really, there’s 


nothing significant written there, | assure you." 


"| see... | understand. Well, since you’ve explained everything so thoroughly, | suppose | should 
go ahead and sign." 


"Yes, thank you!" 


| took the pen and filled out the necessary fields quickly. | felt a bit sorry for the man who was 
beaming with joy, but all | really did was sign my name. 


"I'll send you the payment forms later, so please take care of that as well. And of course, you're 
welcome to attend the seminar." 


"No, | don’t think that'll be necessary." 


I grinned, sat back down in my chair, and spoke in a blunt tone. There was no need to keep up 
the act anymore. 


"Huh? W-What do you mean by that?" 


Fujioka’s eyes widened in confusion at my sudden change in demeanor. 


| reached into my pocket and pulled out a small, golden object. | pinned it to my lapel. 
"Ah!? T-That badge!" 


"Hm? You recognize it, do you? That saves us some time. | completely forgot to mention it, but 
I’m a lawyer by profession." 


Fujioka was momentarily at a loss for words, but quickly regained his salesman smile. 
"Is that so? Well, that’s a very... respectable profession." 


"Thanks. But you guys sure use some pretty underhanded tactics in your sales pitch. As a 
lawyer, | had to experience it firsthand." 


"W-What do you mean by that? Our company isn’t doing anything illegal." 


"Oh, come on now. How can you say that with a straight face? You’re the vice president, and yet 
you're telling me you don’t even know about consumer contracts law? 


First of all, didn’t | just express my desire to leave because | was short on time? And yet you 
didn’t let me go. That’s obstruction of departure. But that’s not all. You also used the word 
“guaranteed” when making money, didn’t you? There’s no such thing as a guaranteed profitable 
investment. What if the seminar or the materials you’re selling turn out to be completely useless 
to me? This falls under providing a decisive judgment, and while we’re at it, it also counts as 
failure to disclose disadvantages, doesn’t it? Oh, and there’s the fact that you didn’t give me 
enough time to thoroughly review the contract before making me sign it. 


Everything | just mentioned is illegal, you know. And let me tell you, no more playing dumb. | 
came prepared." 


| pulled out a rectangular object from my pocket. 
"You recognize this, don’t you? It’s a recorder. | made sure to record every word you said." 
Fujioka’s face looked like a pigeon hit by a peashooter. 


"W-What are you suddenly talking about? In the first place, what’s your purpose for doing all 
this..." 


"’m not here to harass you, that’s for sure. This is just some legal advice from a lawyer, but | 
suggest you call the highest-ranking person in this company. And if you have one, bring out your 
company’s legal counsel too." 


"P-Please wait a moment." 


Realizing that this was no ordinary situation, Fujioka, with a pale face, hurried out of the room. 


Soon, Fujioka returned with an older man who, despite his age, had a sturdy build and a straight 
posture. 


"And who might you be?" 
"’m Seiichiro Hirano, the CEO of this company." 


He said this as he took the seat in front of me. He must have already been informed that I’m a 
lawyer, as his face clearly showed a wary expression. 


"I’ve heard the situation from Fujioka. It seems you're claiming that our company has committed 
illegal acts..." 


"Yes, that’s correct." 

"Do you have any proof?" 

"Oh, didn’t Mr. Fujioka tell you?" 

| pointed to the recorder that was still lying on the desk. 


"This has a detailed recording of your solicitation. It includes how you didn’t let me leave even 
though | said | wanted to, and how you used definitive language like ‘guaranteed’ to make a 
profit. If | were to play this for a judge, it would certainly be an interesting experience." 


"Oh, really? But | know a little about the law myself. I’m aware that a tape you recorded without 
our consent wouldn’t be admissible as evidence in court. Isn’t that what they call illegally 
obtained evidence?" 


"Unfortunately, that only applies to criminal cases. Civil cases are a bit more lenient when it 
comes to evidence. And do you know about this? There’s a Supreme Court ruling from July 12, 
2000, which determined that ‘recording a conversation without the other party’s consent is not 
illegal.’ 


According to that ruling, if the recording is of someone in a higher position than you, even if it 
was done without their consent, it can still be admitted as evidence. So, it fits perfectly with the 
current situation where | was dragged into your company and subjected to illegal solicitation." 


Hirano glared at Fujioka, who was sitting next to him. He was probably thinking something along 
the lines of 'Why did you have to bring in such a troublesome customer?’ 


"The law you've been referring to since earlier is the Consumer Contract Act, isn’t it?" 

"Yes, that’s right." 

"| see, | thought so. I’m familiar with the Consumer Contract Act. It’s a law designed to allow 
consumers to nullify unfavorable contracts they were forced into. | don’t Know what your goal is, 


but something of that nature isn’t going to be enough to blackmail our company." 


"Oh, blackmail, you say? Let me be clear, I’m not here to do anything so outrageous. And as 
you correctly pointed out, the Consumer Contract Act doesn’t impose penalties on companies. 


However, | could do something like this: gather all the people who've paid money to your 


company and form a ‘TreeStruct Victims Association.’ Then we'll file a lawsuit demanding a full 
refund of all the money they’ve paid, along with compensation." 


Realizing the folly of arguing the law with a lawyer, the president who called himself Hirano fell 
silent. 


".,.W-What exactly is your objective?" 

"I'm glad you finally asked. Let me make it clear: | don’t care what kind of business you run or 
who you sell your products to. But despite how | may look, I’m a rather principled person. If your 
actions cause trouble for me, that’s a different story. And right now, I’m the legal representative 


of a certain individual. If it's to protect my client’s interests, |’ll do whatever it takes. 


To put it bluntly, | only have one demand. You have an employee named Takeshi Tsuji, don’t 
you?" 


Hirano didn’t seem to recognize the name at first and looked to Fujioka for help. Fujioka leaned 
in close to Hirano’s ear and whispered something. 


Seemingly understanding, Hirano nodded at me. 
"Yes, it seems we do have such an employee." 


"Cut ties with him immediately. He’s a friend of my client, and it seems he’s become quite 
enamored with your company. But my client doesn't like the idea of him being exploited by a 


company like yours. | want you to fire him by tomorrow and ensure he never gets involved with 
your company again.” 


"Hmm." 
Hirano appeared to be deep in thought, but it didn’t last long. 


"Understood. | comprehend your demand. I’m not opposed to complying with it. However, he is 
a proper employee, so I'd appreciate it if you could allow us some time before suddenly firing 
him without any notice. As a lawyer, you should understand. Could you give us one month? If 
so, I'll do as you asked." 


He’s referring to Article 20 of the Labor Standards Act. It’s the clause that says you have to give 
30 days’ notice before dismissing a worker. 


"No, that won't do. As | mentioned earlier, Tsuji seems to be quite infatuated with your company. 
It would be troublesome if he were to leave on good terms. Instead, | want him to hold a deep 
grudge against you. Understand? Come up with a strong reason and force him out. And make 
sure to withhold his severance pay. 


Oh, and don’t forget, you have no right to refuse. If firing a single employee can save your 
company, it’s a small price to pay, don’t you think?" 


| already had these guys by the throat. They have no right to refuse. | might as well make my 
demands clear. 


".,.Understood. I'll do my best to meet your expectations. However, I'll need you to make a few 
promises in return. At the very least, | don’t want you to have any further dealings with our 
company. And | assume, as a matter of course, that Tsuji won’t be suing our company in the 
future?" 


"Yes, of course." 

"But words are cheap. Could you put that promise in writing?" 

I grinned. 

"Oh, it seems you don’t quite understand what I’ve been saying. Let me repeat: you have no 
right to refuse. | have no intention of leaving behind any written record of our agreement here. If 
you're dissatisfied with a verbal agreement, that’s fine by me. Go ahead and refuse. But if you 


do, be prepared for the ‘TreeStruct Victims Association’ to be born within a week." 


It seemed that Hirano finally reached his breaking point after hearing so much. However, he 
appeared to have a decent amount of patience and didn’t let his emotions cloud his judgment. 


"Alright, we'll do as you say. Tsuji will be dismissed by tomorrow. Is that acceptable?" 

I grinned and extended my right hand. 

"Now that’s more like it. I’m glad you’re a reasonable president." 

"...1 trust that you'll keep your end of the bargain." 

Hirano, though not entirely satisfied, shook my right hand. 

"Don’t worry. I’m not one to dive headfirst into trouble for fun. Organizing a civil lawsuit with all 
the victims is nothing but a hassle. However, | hate it when promises are broken. | want you to 
understand that point very clearly." 

"...I'll keep it in mind. Is that all you needed?" 

That was his way of saying, 'l don’t want to see your face anymore, so hurry up and leave.’ 


"Yeah, that’s all. Well then, I'll be on my way." 


| didn’t want to increase their stress any further. | stood up and prepared to leave the room, but 
then | had a sudden thought and turned back to the two of them. 


"Oh, and one more thing. You’d better wrap up this shady business while you can. One lawyer 
has already paid you a visit, so it won’t be long before a second one shows up. And there’s no 
guarantee the next lawyer will be as understanding as | am." 


"...l'll keep that in mind." 


Confident that my job was done, | left the office. 


| couldn’t have known at that moment that this final warning would later come back to haunt me. 


November 29th, 5:32 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


The following evening. The time had already passed 5:30. 
"... This is strange." 


The client, who should have arrived by now, was nowhere to be seen. | was starting to get a bit 
impatient, lounging around with my feet propped up on the desk in a rather undignified manner. 


"Mr. Zenko, can | start preparing dinner soon...? Is that alright?" 
My secretary and assistant at the office, Yukina, asked while tying on her apron. 


"Yeah, go ahead. But Yukina, I’m expecting two more clients today. They should’ve been here 
by now..." 


"Understood, I'll just prepare some tea then. But... at this hour?" 
"Yeah. It’s after five, you know." 
"Huh...?" 


Yukina tilted her head in confusion at my response. 


The expected clients finally arrived fifteen minutes later. ...lt was a relief that it didn’t overlap 
with Yukina’s dinner preparation. 


"Hello, my name is Yamashika. Normally, | specialize in criminal cases, you see." 


| introduced myself and handed over my business card to the man sitting on the sofa — Takeshi 
Tsuji. He silently accepted it. 


Takeshi Tsuji. | had heard and spoken his name many times, but this was our first meeting. 
Compared to the sturdy figure of Harada, Tsuji looked like a rather slender young man. He had 
the sort of face that looked like he’d been taken advantage of by some shady company, a bit 
timid but kind-hearted. However, right now, his lips were pressed into a tight line, as if he was 
trying to suppress his anger. 


"So, what can | do for you two today? Though | have a pretty good idea." 


"Yes, | apologize for showing up out of the blue like this. | believe you can guess what this is 
about." 


Harada glanced over at Tsuji. 
"You were dismissed from your company today, correct?" 
Both of them looked up in surprise at my words. 


"So, it was you, Mr. Yamashika, who was behind this?" 


"Indeed, it was." 

"W-Why would you do such a thing?" 

Tsuji raised his voice. 

Ignoring him, | turned to Harada. 

"Mr. Harada, you don't mind if | tell him about your request, do you?" 
"Uh... yes, that’s fine. Go ahead." 

Having received permission from my client, | addressed Tsuji. 


"Recently, | received a request from your friend here, Mr. Harada. He asked me to sever your 
ties with the company called TreeStruct." 


Tsuji looked at Harada with a gaze filled with shock and disbelief. It was as if he was thinking, 
‘Why would you do something so unnecessary?’ 


"Tsuji... don’t you get it yet? That company is nothing but a scam, using excuses like 
self-investment to squeeze money out of people for things like educational materials and 
seminar fees. | couldn’t just stand by and let you work there." 


"D-Don't be ridiculous! I’ve told you many times, that company is amazing! Listen, Japan has no 
jobs nowadays. No matter how hard young people try to work, there are no job openings. That’s 
why we need the determination to create work for ourselves! That company teaches the 
know-how necessary for that. It’s the kind of company Japan needs for the future! Sure, they 
might sell some expensive materials, but if it’s something that benefits you and pays off many 
times over in the future —" 


"Okay, okay, hold on a minute." 

Sensing that Tsuji was about to launch into a long speech, | hurriedly interrupted. 

"Mr. Tsuji, it’s true that | orchestrated your dismissal without consulting you first. That was Mr. 
Harada’s request. Naturally, you’re upset about having decisions made without your knowledge, 
and you probably have a lot to say. But first, I’d like you to listen to this." 


| pulled a cassette recorder out of the inside pocket of my suit. 


"...What’s that?" 


"It’s a recording of the conversation | had yesterday when | barged into TreeStruct. | recorded it 
for you to hear." 


| pressed the play button. 

‘Thank you for waiting.’ 

The first voice that played was Fujioka’s. 

‘Cut ties with him immediately. He’s a friend of my client, and it seems he’s become quite 
enamored with your company. But my client doesn’t like the idea of him being exploited by a 
company like yours. | want you to fire him by tomorrow and ensure he never gets involved with 


your company again.’ 


Tsuji listened silently as the conversation played, but as the tape progressed, his face grew 
increasingly pale. 


‘Alright, we'll do as you say. Tsuji will be dismissed by tomorrow. Is that acceptable?’ 
"Well, | think that’s enough." 
| pressed the stop button. 


By the way, | had edited the recording slightly, omitting the part where | made a verbal 
agreement with Hirano. 


"As you heard, the president himself admitted to running a scam." 


"W-Wait a minute! That’s impossible! There’s no way the president would say something like 
that!" 


"But this is the truth. I’m sure you recognize the voice." 

"T-This has to be a mistake! The president told me such wonderful things! He said he’s nurtured 
many large companies...! Y-You must have fabricated this tape, right? I’ve heard that these 
days, technology allows you to create anyone’s voice! You’re trying to deceive me with that, 
aren’t you —" 

"Now, now, calm down, Mr. Tsuji. There’s solid evidence to back up what’s on this tape." 


"W-What is it?" 


| pointed at Tsuji. 


"Isn't it obvious? It’s you. Just as Hirano said on the tape, you were abruptly dismissed. That in 
itself is undeniable proof that the conversation on this tape is real." 


"...A-Aah...!" 

Tsuji clutched his head and collapsed weakly onto the sofa. 
That about wraps it up. With this, my work with Tsuji is finished. 
"Mr. Harada, this is as far as | can assist you. Is that alright?" 
"Y-Yeah, this is more than enough. | think | can handle the rest." 
"Good. Please take care of him. I’m glad | could be of help." 


"Thank you so much. | never expected the issue to be resolved so quickly. I’m really glad | 
asked for your help, Mr. Yamashika. Ah, here’s the agreed-upon payment." 


Harada said this as he handed me a tea envelope. 

"Do you need a receipt?" 

"No, that’s okay. Once again, thank you for everything." 
"Next time, be sure to bring me a criminal case." 


| intended it as a light-hearted joke, but it seemed to miss the mark. Harada earnestly replied, 
"Yes, I'll definitely do that," and then left the office, supporting the completely exhausted Tsuji. 


After the clients left, | discreetly checked the contents of the envelope. It contained 70 dollars in 
cash. It’s a ridiculously low fee by top lawyer standards, but for a day’s work, it’s more than 
enough. This is why | can’t quit practicing law. And so, with this, one more case at our office was 
closed, and | expected the return of ordinary days starting tomorrow — or so | thought. 


... That's when it hit me. 


| suddenly noticed something off in the room. ...A burning smell. An extremely strong burning 
smell. 


| tensed up instinctively. No matter how capable | am, there’s nothing | can do against 
earthquakes, lightning, fires, or my father. 


"Eeek!" 


| heard a scream from Yukina, who was supposed to be in the next room. My body moved on its 
own as soon as | heard it. 


Jumping to my feet, | kicked open the door to the next room. 

"What happened, Yukina!?" 

What | saw was Yukina, frantically turning off the gas stove. | glanced around the room and 
noticed a thin layer of black smoke hanging in the air, and the smell of something burnt filled my 
nostrils. 


"I-’'m sorry. | took my eyes off it for just a second, and the fish got burnt..." 


Yukina said apologetically. | glanced at the gas stove and saw a completely charred, pitch-black 
fish sputtering smoke. Even if the fish had been filleted, it couldn't have turned that black. 


"Phew. So it was just the fish that got burnt. That’s a relief." 

Those were my honest feelings. Yukina didn’t seem to have burned herself, and although the 
room was a bit smoky, the fire alarm hadn't gone off. ...Although, the burnt smell would probably 
linger for a while. 


"But it’s rare for you to mess up cooking." 


"Ugh, I’m sorry... | was just thinking about my college assignment and zoned out... Before | 
knew it, more time had passed than | realized." 


| couldn’t help but let out a wry smile. That was just like Yukina. 


Yes, if anything, she’d always been a bit slow... or maybe absent-minded was a better word. It 
seemed more like a miracle that she hadn't messed up cooking more often. 


"Well, don’t worry about it. It’s not like it turned into a big deal." 
| opened the window to let the smoke out. 
"But... what should we do about dinner? We don't have much more to eat." 


‘Yukina, you're more than enough to eat...' — the thought crossed my mind, and | nearly fell into 
self-loathing as | quickly shook it off. Was | turning into a dirty old man? 


"A-Alright, how about we go out for a nice meal for a change? | just finished a case and got 
paid, so it’s perfect timing." 


"Eh... But I’ve already cooked the rice..." 

"It’s fine, it’s fine. We can reheat it and eat it tomorrow morning. You already cook for me every 
day, plus guys like Kageno come barging in. We should treat ourselves to something good and 
nutritious once in a while. Come on, get ready." 


"O-Okay..." 


Well, the room might have stunk a bit, but look at it this way: | got to take Yukina out on a date 
tonight. 


Chapter 2: Prosecutor from the East 


December 1st, 1:40 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


After wrapping up a small case, my office regained its usual tranquility. 


Sunday, December ‘1st. The world might be enjoying a holiday, but our law office continues 
business as usual. That said, of the two sofas reserved for clients, one was occupied by 
Kageno, who was using it for an afternoon nap, and the other by Yukina and a habitual 
trespasser of this office — a brat named Satsuki. Apparently, Satsuki had an upcoming test and 
was studying for it. Yukina was acting as her impromptu tutor. Honestly, what does she think my 
secretary is for? Maybe | should start charging for this. 


That said, it’s not like we usually get clients on a Sunday, and | didn’t have much to do either. 
With nothing better to do, | propped my feet on the desk and lazily read the newspaper. 


Normally, the newspaper articles are just something | skim through, but today, a headline caught 
my eye. 


"Jury System to Be Experimentally Introduced in Civil Cases" 


Starting next year, the jury system will be experimentally introduced in civil lawsuits as well. To 
be precise, Japan has had a jury system before; it was just suspended in 1943 during the war, 
so it would be more accurate to say that it’s being reinstated. 


In the legal world, there are concepts like "compensatory damages" and "punitive damages." 


The former is compensation paid out to restore the victim as closely as possible to the state 
they were in before the unlawful harm occurred. 


The latter — "punitive damages" — is intended to punish the individual or organization that 
caused harm and to deter them from committing similar acts in the future. In short, it's meant as 
a deterrent. The reason why verdicts in American courts sometimes involve damages exceeding 
100 million dollars is entirely due to the existence of punitive damages. 


In Japan, punitive damages are not recognized. They’re not codified in the law, nor have they 
ever been acknowledged in a court ruling. 


"In our country, imposing sanctions on the perpetrator and deterring similar future actions are 
left to criminal or administrative sanctions. Therefore, imposing punitive damages for the sake of 
deterrence and punishment is contrary to Japan's public order" — or so the reasoning went. 


Moreover, this reasoning was established by the Supreme Court. It's not unique to Japan, but 
courts tend to be reluctant to overturn past precedents. Therefore, a decision made by the 
Supreme Court is practically equivalent to a new law. As long as this Supreme Court ruling 
stands, the likelihood of punitive damages being recognized in Japan remains extremely low — 
almost zero. This would be the case even if the jury system were introduced. The only 
possibilities would be if Japan’s laws were amended to include punitive damages, or if the 
courts decided to overturn past precedents. 


Even if punitive damages were recognized in Japan, the amounts would never reach the heights 
seen in America. That’s simply due to the cultural differences between Japan and the United 
States. 


There was a famous actor named Chaplin. A woman with a child filed a lawsuit against him, 
claiming that the child was his and demanding he acknowledge it. 


The trial began. In the courtroom, conclusive evidence — blood type — was presented, 
scientifically proving that the child was not related to Chaplin. However, the verdict was still a 
loss for Chaplin, requiring him to provide child support. 


At the time, in the state of California where the trial took place, blood tests were not yet 
recognized as evidence. However, it was also known that blood tests were scientifically 
accurate. Was it envy of Chaplin’s immense success, or sympathy for the mother and child 
without a father? Regardless of the reason, the American jurors prioritized their own emotional 
judgment over scientific evidence. 


I’m not saying that way of thinking is wrong. However, for a verdict to be handed down that 
seems to disregard the cold, hard facts — that’s something Japanese people would find difficult 
to understand. 


In the United States, the amount of punitive damages awarded often heavily depends on the 
jurors’ emotions. Imagine a ruthless company that only chases profits, causing significant harm 
to innocent ordinary people. To ensure that this company never does such a thing again, and to 
prevent similar actions in the future, the jurors, moved by the victims’ plight, might hand down a 
verdict with damages exceeding 100 million dollars. 


Compared to Americans, Japanese people are said to be more rational, or, put less kindly, more 
emotionally detached. | can’t really argue against that opinion. As long as that difference exists, 
even if punitive damages were recognized in Japan, the likelihood of massive awards being 
granted would be slim. In other words, there would be no opportunity for a Japanese lawyer to 
hit the jackpot with a civil case. Much to my disappointment. 


However, while Japan doesn’t recognize punitive damages, it does allow for compensation for 
emotional distress, known as "consolation money." That said, the amounts awarded in past 
cases have been so small that they’re almost laughable. Everyone seems to agree that they’re 


too low. Therefore, if the jury system were introduced in civil cases, it’s expected that the 
amounts of consolation money awarded would significantly increase. Although my expertise has 
been in criminal cases, it might be worth expanding into civil cases if that happens. 


But civil cases are such a hassle with all the procedures... Just as | was mulling over these lofty 
thoughts, the phone suddenly rang. 


"Hello, Yamashika Law Office. ...Yes?" 

Yukina answered the phone and immediately tilted her head in confusion. 

"Um, please calm down a little... Yes, I'll transfer you to Attorney Yamashika..." 
Yukina handed me the receiver. 

"Mr. Zenko, do you know someone named Tsuji?" 


Tsuji... My half-asleep brain couldn't immediately recall, but eventually, | realized it was the guy | 
had just recently deprogrammed from that cult. 


"Ah, yes, | Know him. What’s going on with him?" 


"It’s a call from him. He says he urgently needs to consult with you. It doesn’t sound like it’s 
anything trivial." 


"Alright, let's hear it." 

| folded the newspaper and took the receiver from Yukina. 

"Hello, this is Yamashika speaking." 

"Ah, is this Mr. Yamashika!? Oh, I’m so glad | kept your business card!" 
A frantic voice, mixed with static, came through the line. 


| recognized the voice. It was definitely Tsuji. The static must have been because he was calling 
from outside. 


"Um, um, | need your help! It's really urgent!" 
His words were a mess. 


"Please calm down. What happened?" 


"M-Mr. Yamashika, you specialize in criminal defense, right!?" 
"Yes, that’s correct." 
"W-Well, today, | was called by President Hirano, so | went back to that company — " 


This guy just doesn’t learn. What kind of nerve does it take to go back to that scam company 
right after being deprogrammed? 


| could only imagine that he had been swindled into buying some other overpriced product 
again. If that was the case, | wouldn’t be able to help him this time. 


But the words that came through the receiver far exceeded anything | could have imagined. 


"P-President Hirano has been murdered!" 


"W-What do you mean!? What happened!?" 


Even | couldn’t maintain my composure. | dropped my usual polite tone and pressed him for 
answers. 


"N-No, | mean, um, the president called me about my severance pay, saying he wanted to 
discuss it, and asked me to come to the office around 1:30 today..." 


"He told you to come alone? Hey, are you sure that call was really from the president?" 
"Yes, definitely. | recognized his voice; it was definitely the president." 

"And when you got to the office, that old man was already dead?" 

"Y-Yes, that's right. | don't know what to do..." 

His voice was growing weaker. 

What the hell. If this guy isn’t lying, this could turn out to be quite interesting! 

No offense to Tsuji, but | couldn't help the thrill that shot through me. 


A man who was perfectly healthy just a few days ago had been murdered without any warning. 
No doubt this homicide case was going to turn out to be a complex and bizarre one. If there 


weren't eyes watching, | might have actually shouted for joy. Oh, please don’t let this be a 
mistake on Tsuji’s part! 


If there were such a thing as a "dangerous thoughts law," I’d surely be thrown in jail. 


"| have to ask this as part of my duty as your lawyer. Mr. Tsuji, you didn’t kill him, did you? If you 
did, I’d advise you to turn yourself in immediately." 


"N-No way! Why would | kill someone!? | didn’t do anything, | just found the body!" 

"Alright, calm down. | don’t think you're the type to commit murder anyway." 

However, from an objective standpoint, this guy was in a position where he had been conned by 
the company, had his money swindled, was worked to the bone, lost his friends, and was 
suddenly fired. With all these factors in place, it would be easy for the prosecution to establish a 
motive. 

That said, when | dealt with Tsuji the other day, | got the impression that he didn’t harbor that 
much resentment toward the president. Even after all my persuasion, he still didn’t seem to think 
too badly of the company. 


Of course, there’s no way the prosecution would share my perspective. 


"More importantly, | need to hear the details, or we can’t even start. Listen, answer my 
questions. You haven't called the police yet, correct?" 


"No, | haven’t. Even | can tell how bad this situation looks. That’s why | contacted you first, Mr. 
Yamashika — " 


"Good, that was the right move. Now, tell me, what was the state of Hirano’s body when you 
found him?" 


"T-There were marks on his neck like something had been wrapped around it, and he was lying 
on the floor face-up..." 


"So, he was strangled. Where are you right now? | hear a lot of background noise; are you 
outside the building?" 


"Y-Yes." 
"There was no one else in the office when you arrived?" 


"No, no one was there. It’s Sunday, after all, and the president said he wanted to talk to me 
alone." 


That alone was suspicious. Let’s assume the real purpose was to hand over severance pay. 
Even so, there’s no need to meet in secret; it could just be transferred via the bank. Why go 
through all this trouble to meet in secret? 

"S-So what should | do now...?" 

"Well, for now, you’re in the position of being the first person to find the body. You’ve probably 
heard this before, but the police always suspect the person who finds the body first in a murder 
case. Given your troubled history with the company, it’s only a matter of time before you’re 
pegged as the prime suspect." 

"N-No way! Then, should | just pretend | didn’t see anything and go straight home...?" 

"ld love to advise you to do that, but unfortunately, having found the body, you’re legally 
obligated to report it to the police. If it comes out that you found the body and did nothing, it'll 
only make things worse." 

And as your advisor, so will mine. 


Besides, if this case slips out of my hands, it won't be any fun. 


"B-But no one knows | found the body! No one saw me entering or leaving the office, so if | just 
keep quiet, no one will ever find out..." 


"The first floor of the building where the company is located is usually pretty busy, right?" 
"Well, yes, it’s Sunday, so it’s quite crowded. But | didn’t run into anyone who knows me." 
"That's just what you think. Even if you didn’t notice, with so many people around, it wouldn’t be 
surprising if one or two people remembered seeing you. The risk is too high to just walk away as 


if nothing happened. 


But, you don't have to be the one to report to the police and identify yourself as the first person 
who found the body. As your lawyer, I'll call it in for you. 


All you need to do now is head straight to my office, making sure you’re not seen by anyone. 
Understand?" 


"Y-Yes, | understand." 
"And you haven't touched anything at the scene, right? If you moved or hid even the smallest 


object, Japan’s forensic experts are sharp enough to catch it, and you’d be signing your own 
ticket to jail." 


"Hey, are you listening?" 


"Y-Yes, it’s okay. There’s no problem; | haven’t moved or hidden anything. I'll head over there 
right away." 


"Alright, I'll be waiting." 
| hung up the phone. 


When | looked around, | saw that everyone in the office was staring at me. Well, after 
overhearing that conversation, it’s only natural they’d be curious. 


"M-Mr. Zenko... | heard something about someone being murdered and tricking the police. 
What's going on?" 


"It’s the usual. Looks like I’m going to be taking on a murder case." 
"What!?" Satsuki exclaimed, throwing down her mechanical pencil. "I told you | have finals 
starting tomorrow! How am | supposed to go watch a trial now!? You could at least try to be a 


little more considerate!" 


It actually seemed like the perfect timing to me, but saying that would only complicate things, so 
| ignored Satsuki and picked up the receiver again, dialing a number. 


"Hello, this is Uenohara Police Station." 
"Ah, this is Attorney Yamashika." 
"Uh..." 

The voice on the other end grew tense. 


"You have a middle-aged detective there named Inaba with a sour face, right? Could you get 
him for me?" 


"_..P-Please hold." 


They sounded like they were handling a bomb. Is this really the way they should be treating a 
taxpayer? | should sue them for "mental distress" someday. 


"What do you want, Attorney Yamashika?" 


An all-too-familiar gruff voice came through. Honestly, can’t detectives these days even manage 
a greeting? 


"Hey, Detective Inaba. It’s gotten pretty cold lately; you haven’t caught a cold, have you?" 
"...Are you messing with me? Just get to the point." 

Being so rude to one's employer. What’s happened to public service these days? 

"No need to be so cold. Alright, if you insist, I'll get straight to it. I've seen a strangled corpse." 
Even Detective Inaba was momentarily speechless. 

"— Or rather, | was just told about one." 

"Are you screwing with me?" 

"?’m not kidding. | was just told about a strangled corpse." 

"Who told you? Your client?" 

"Yeah, something like that." 

"Tell me the location. And don't even think about hiding it from me." 

"Hey, hey, that’s a pretty harsh thing to say. Have | ever been uncooperative with the police 
even once? I’m calling you to tell you exactly that, so showing a little gratitude wouldn't hurt, 
would it?" 

"As far as | know, you’ve never been cooperative with the police, not even once." 

Satsuki interjected with a pointless remark from the sidelines, which | naturally ignored. 


"Just get on with it. Tell me the location." 


"Oh dear, | don’t see any sign of gratitude. You know, they say you should be polite even with 
close friends. I’m not asking for thanks or anything, but still — " 


"Just spit it out!" 


"Good grief..." 


Well, there was no point in teasing this quick-tempered detective any further. | told him the 
address of TreeStruct Inc., in a deliberately slow manner. 


"Got it. I’ll send officers there immediately." 

"Please do. See you now." 

Just as | was about to hang up the phone, 

"Wait!" 

A sharp voice came from the receiver, stopping me. 
"What is it? I’ve already done my part." 

| knew what Inaba wanted to say, but | played dumb. 


"You don't think this is over with just that, do you? Hand over the witness who told you about 
this. The first person to find the body is a crucial witness." 


"Ah, | have some unfortunate news for you. You might not know this, but as a good citizen, | 
always want to cooperate with the police from the bottom of my heart. | really do — but, well, life 
as an adult doesn’t always let you do what you want." 

".,.What are you trying to say?" 

"I'd love to hand over anyone the police need, even if it’s my own client. 

But, in this case, I’m afraid | have a very unfortunate reason why | cannot comply with your 
request. Here’s your position, right? You think my client might be the first person to find the 
body, so you want me to hand them over." 

"Yes, that’s right." 

His voice was strained with barely controlled anger. 

"In that case, | definitely can’t comply. You don’t have any evidence to prove that my client is the 
first person who found the body, right? There could have been someone else who saw it first. In 
that case, they aren't the first witness, which means they aren’t a crucial witness, so there’s no 


need to hand them over to the police." 


"Don't play word games with me!" 


Detective Inaba finally lost his temper at my ridiculously twisted logic. 

"The first person to find a body is simply the one who found it early on! We don't care exactly 
what order they saw it in at this point! Besides, by your logic, there’s no guarantee that your 
client isn’t the first person to find the body!!" 

"As expected of Detective Inaba, you’re quite sharp. You’re right about that. But there’s another 
problem: my client is in a bad mental state right now, shocked from seeing the body. The police 
would treat them as a prime suspect, wouldn’t they? In their current mental state, who knows 


what they might say that could be misconstrued during questioning. 


So, as their lawyer, I’ve decided that it’s not in their best interest to hand them over to the police 
until they’ve calmed down a bit." 


Adding fuel to the fire is one of my hobbies. 


Detective Inaba’s face was probably as red as a skinned rabbit’s by now. | wished this were a 
video call. 


"What’s the name of that client? You can at least tell me that much, can’t you?" 

"As far as | know, | have no obligation to tell you their name at this stage. It pains me that | can’t 
cooperate with the police. Oh, my heart is breaking. But as a lawyer, | have to prioritize my 
client's interests above all else. It’s truly unfortunate." 

"One day, I'll make sure you lose your license to practice law." 

"Oh dear, | don’t think it’s appropriate for a police officer, who’s supposed to protect citizens’ 
rights, to be making threats like that. Just so you know, this conversation is being recorded, you 


know?" 


In response, a loud click echoed from the other end, followed by the sound of a disconnected 
line. 


"M-Mr. Zenko, wasn’t that a bit too much...?" 
Yukina said with a worried look on her face. 


Of all people, hearing that from Yukina was a bit disheartening. | put on my most serious face 
and faced Yukina directly. 


"Listen, Yukina." 


"W-What is it, Mr. Zenko?" 

Yukina’s face turned red, surprised by my sudden action. 

"Do you think | enjoy doing things like that? | don’t enjoy making people angry. But as a lawyer, | 
have to do whatever it takes to protect my client’s interests. If that means fighting the police, so 
be it. Please understand, Yukina, | don’t do this because | like it." 

"That's a lie," Kageno chimed in. 

"You liar," Satsuki added. 

"W-Well, um, | believe you!" 

Yukina nodded, forcing a rather awkward smile. 

"You understand? Thank you, Yukina. As long as you understand, that’s all | need." 

I said, ignoring the peanut gallery. 

However, 

"I’m starting to think the word ‘shameless’ was invented just for you." 

"Yukina, you don’t have to humor that third-rate lawyer’s cheap theatrics." 

These two only seem to be in sync at times like these. 

"C-Come on, you two, don’t be so harsh. Mr. Zenko is just trying to do his job." 

...Yukina, that’s not really helping. 


Realizing the discussion was going nowhere, | decided to change the subject and addressed 
the antisocial detective lying rudely on the couch. 


"Hey, Kageno, it’s time to work. | need you to hide someone at your detective agency. And just 
so you know, I’m not accepting any refusals." 


Having heard my conversation with Detective Inaba, Kageno seemed somewhat intrigued. As 
usual, he didn’t outright refuse. 


"You gonna tell me what's going on?" 


"Yes, yes!" Satsuki butted in as usual. "Tell us what's going on! Don't be stingy with the 
interesting stuff! People who keep secrets get kicked by horses and sent to Siberia!" 


Don't even joke about that. 


...By the time | had finished explaining the situation to Kageno, Yukina, and Satsuki, Tsuji had 
arrived at my office. 


"Hello, Mr. Yamashika..." 

He wore a gray fleece, a blue coat, and jeans, a casual outfit. There was no blood or anything 
like that on him. His outfit was normal, but his face was pale, and he was breathing heavily and 
sweating coldly. Walking down a dark street, he’d definitely be mistaken for a suspicious person. 
"Did you run into anyone you know?" 

"No. Well, | can’t say for sure, but probably not..." 

"| see. Well, in any case, you'll have to lay low for a while. | don’t want you getting caught and 
giving a bad statement. In cases like this, the most important thing is to buy time. That way, we 
can prepare thoroughly on our end." 

"Yes, | understand. So, where should | go?" 

| pointed at Kageno, who was lying on the couch in a rude manner, and said, 

"Let me introduce you. That man is Kageno, and he calls himself a private detective." 

“Calls himself is unnecessary," Kageno glared at me with narrowed eyes. 
"In any case, you'll be staying at his office until things cool down." 

"| don’t recall agreeing to this." 

What a pain in the neck. 


"Um, about that Kageno person, he said all that, but..." Tsuji said anxiously. 


"Don't worry about it. In this office, if | approve something, it’s as good as done. After all, no one 
wants to starve to death." 


Mee 


Tsuji tilted his head in confusion, but at the same time, Kageno stopped arguing. 


December 1st, 2:32 PM, Akatsuki Building 


Leaving the law office in Yukina's care, | drove Kageno and Tsuji to Kageno's detective agency, 
then headed to Akatsuki Building, the scene of the incident. 


Several police cars were already parked in front of the building, and both inside and outside 
were bustling with what seemed to be idle onlookers. Since today was a holiday, the crowd, 
composed of people of all ages and genders, was quite large. 

Given this, it was pretty much certain that, as Tsuji said, a murder had occurred. 

However, this made me think. 

The old man | had met face-to-face just the other day had now become a corpse so easily. 
Perhaps | had finally turned into a grim reaper, guiding those | meet to their deaths. Well, that 
would be good for business, so | guess it wasn't all bad. 

The incident reportedly took place in the president's office on the second floor of TreeStruct Inc., 
but unfortunately, the stairs and elevator leading to the second floor were already cordoned off 


by several police officers. 


Dozens of idle onlookers were watching the scene from a distance, making idle guesses, or 
pointing their phone cameras. 


"What happened?" 

"Seems like a murder." 

"No way! Do you think the TV crews will come soon!?" 

... Honestly, | can't help but worry about this country's future. Don’t you people have anything 
better to do in the middle of the day? Someone has died, and that's the kind of talk you come up 
with? The only people who should be happy about a death are undertakers, prosecutors, and 


lawyers. 


But now wasn't the time to be pessimistic about the future. As | blended into the crowd, | started 
to think. 


With this many people coming and going, it must be hard for the police to narrow down 
suspects. Then again, it also means that many people might have seen Tsuji fleeing the scene. 


But at this rate, getting a look at the crime scene or observing the police investigation will be 
impossible. | would like to see the scene as soon as possible... If Tsuji were accused of murder, 
| could come here openly as his lawyer, but that would mean playing into the hands of the 
prosecution, which was pointless. 

Just then, as | was wandering through the crowd, 

"Excuse me, are you Attorney Yamashika?" 

| turned around to find a uniformed police officer standing there. 

"Yes, | am." 

"If you don't mind, could you come with me? Prosecutor Togasaki would like to see you." 
Prosecutor Togasaki...? The name didn't ring a bell. 

"Alright. Let's go." 

| didn’t know what his purpose was or why he had called for me, but nothing ventured, nothing 
gained. With envious stares from the surrounding onlookers on my back, | followed the police 
officer as he led me across the restricted area. 


Suddenly, | noticed a man in a suit | didn’t recognize among the investigators. 


He looked slightly older than me, probably in his late twenties. He was tall, like me, and wore a 
crisp, expensive-looking suit. 


To be in a suit in this setting, there was only one possible reason: he was a detective. 
By chance, our eyes met. 
In that instant, | felt a chill run down my spine, as if my back had frozen over. 


His gaze was sharp. Kageno also had a pretty intense gaze, but this guy was on a different 
level. Just being looked at by him gave me the impression | was being held at knife point. 


| wasn't one to believe in sixth senses or anything like that. But at that moment, | felt something 
akin to a spiritual intuition. 


This man was not a detective but a prosecutor. And he would undoubtedly be a formidable 
opponent. 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, I’ve brought Attorney Yamashika." 


"Good work, you're dismissed." 
"Yes, sir." 


His voice carried well. He had an air of authority that made Prosecutor Horiuchi seem 
insignificant in comparison. The way he treated the uniformed officer like a child was telling. 


This was, of course, the first time | had met this man. And | knew nothing about this Togasaki 
guy. Even so, | could tell that he was a skilled prosecutor. 


"My apologies for the sudden summons. Nice to meet you, Attorney Yamashika. | am Hideo 
Togasaki, a prosecutor." 


"...The pleasure is all mine." 


His words and demeanor were polite enough. But | could tell from the way he spoke that he 
looked down on me, and the way he looked at me... it was like | was some kind of cockroach. 


This guy was definitely my enemy. We were like oil and water. Like cats and dogs. 
Togasaki glanced around at the crowd. 


"Shall we head up to the second floor? It’s too noisy here, and I’m sure you'd like to see the 
crime scene as well." 


Even his choice of words was grating. It seemed he had a knack for pissing people off. 


| wasn’t thrilled about walking around with this guy, but | wanted to learn more about this 
potential enemy, and | did want to see the crime scene, so | decided to follow him quietly. 


In contrast to the noisy first floor, the second floor was quiet. Various companies, including 
TreeStruct, occupied the floors above the second, but since it was a Sunday, there didn’t seem 
to be many people around. 


Eventually, | was led to the president's office, the crime scene. Along the way, some police 
officers gave me suspicious looks, but as soon as they saw Togasaki walking beside me, they 
all gasped and quickly returned to their tasks as if nothing had happened. 


| noticed something. There was no sign of Detective Haneda or Detective Inaba. | had 
specifically tipped off Detective Inaba about this case. And if it was a murder, you’d expect him 
to be involved... For that matter, it was unusual for a prosecutor to be at the scene so soon after 
the incident had come to light. 


"Well, here we are. Feast your eyes." 
Togasaki led me into the office of TreeStruct and opened the door to the room at the far end. 


"Unfortunately, the victim's body has already been removed. You'll have to make do with the 
outline tape." 


"...How very thoughtful of you." 


| had just visited this office a few days ago, but this was the first time I’d been inside the 
president's office. 


The room was located in the southwest corner of the second floor of the Akatsuki Building. The 
south and west sides of the room were covered in windows, allowing a view down to the 
bustling streets below, filled with people enjoying their holiday. 


On the west side of the room, there was a large desk and a chair facing east. There was also a 
shelf on the north side of the room adorned with incomprehensible avant-garde art pieces like 
vases and sculptures. As | entered the room, | noticed something that had been hidden from 
view by the desk when | looked around from the entrance — a heavy, 80-centimeter-tall safe 
was on the floor. Its door was wide open, but it seemed to be empty inside. Could it have 
something to do with the case? 


In the center of the room, right in front of the desk, there was a human-shaped outline made of 
colored tape. The outline was of a figure lying spread-eagle, without any particularly noticeable 
features. 

"Are you certain that the person killed here was the president?" 

"Yes, that’s correct." 

"Was the body face up? Or face down?" 


When | asked, Togasaki gave a bitter smile and shrugged his shoulders. 


"There’s no obligation or duty for me to tell you this here and now. But I'll make an exception 
and answer you: the body was face-up." 


...| almost feel like committing another murder right here. A "Prosecutor Murder Case" isn’t 
something you hear about often, so it would definitely make the news. However, this is a rare 
chance to see the crime scene. Instead of indulging in unproductive fantasies, | should focus on 
gathering as much information as possible. 


A quick look around the room revealed nothing particularly unusual. Perhaps the police had 
already seized anything resembling evidence. If that’s the case, the reason this annoying 
prosecutor went out of his way to invite me here was probably because he knew | wouldn’t be 
able to gain any significant information. 


That said, it would be rather dull to just say "thanks" and leave. In that case, | might as well 
mess with this cocky prosecutor a bit and see what | can learn about his personality. 


"Hey, Togasaki. While we're at it, can | ask you a few more questions?" 
"Well, if they’re questions | can answer." 


"The incident was discovered only a short time ago, so why are you, a prosecutor, already here 
at the scene?" 


"Oh, when | heard that a murder case you might be involved in had occurred, | just couldn’t sit 
still. | couldn’t bear the thought of some slip-up in the investigation causing you unnecessary 
trouble, so | rushed over here." 


"It hasn't been decided that I'll be going up against you in this case yet, has it? | haven’t even 
told you who my client is." 


"| hear you’ve had quite a bit of interaction with our Prosecutor Horiuchi," Togasaki said, giving 
an answer that wasn’t really an answer to my question. "He's a short man, timid, and makes a 
lot of minor mistakes in his procedures. He has tunnel vision, can't think outside the box, and 
never listens to anyone, which leads to one loss after another... But despite all that, he 
somehow managed to pass the bar and become a prosecutor. So | suppose he has some 
redeeming qualities." 


"Like what?" 


"_..Well, let’s leave that aside." 


That’s a harsh assessment. It’s true that Prosecutor Horiuchi is as small in spirit as he is in 
stature, gets angry the moment things don’t go his way, can’t see things from multiple 
perspectives, and was the type who would inevitably lose. But even so, he manages a decent 
win rate in trials with other lawyers. 


To tear down a colleague like this... it was something | could never do. This guy and | really 
were like cats and dogs. We were as incompatible as fire and ice. 


"Anyway, he’s still a fellow prosecutor. 


I’ve heard about your skills. lt seems you employ courtroom tactics that make it seem like you’re 
completely mocking us prosecutors." 


"Sorry, but | don’t know what you're talking about. I’m just doing what’s necessary to prove my 
client’s innocence." 


"| see, how admirable. If | took your words at face value, you’d appear to be the model attorney. 


Ah, don’t misunderstand me. I’m not trying to criticize you. On the contrary, you're preventing 
innocent people from being falsely accused, and for that, | should be respecting you." 


His tone was dripping with sarcasm. 

"But, that said, if tactics that disrupt the courtroom become the norm, there will be unscrupulous 
lawyers who, by imitating you, might get real criminals acquitted. I'd like to hear your thoughts 
on that, if you don’t mind." 

"Unfortunately, I’m too busy clearing my clients of false charges to be concerned with what other 
lawyers are up to. And even if some unscrupulous lawyer gets an actual criminal acquitted, 
that’s not my responsibility. It just means you guys bungled the case." 

The surrounding police officers shot me dirty looks. 

However, Togasaki didn’t get angry. In fact, he even had a faint smile on his face. 

"| see. That’s a very straightforward answer, just like you. 

By the way, Attorney Yamashika, | say this out of concern, but are you aware of just how 
precarious your position as a lawyer is? Your numerous outbursts in court, your abuse of 
various systems... The only reason you're still able to practice law is that your clients just 


happened to be acquitted." 


"Oh, so that means I'll be able to keep practicing law forever. If you guys are my opponents, my 
clients will always be acquitted." 


If this were that shorty prosecutor, he’d probably be turning red with anger by now. 


But not this one. No matter how much | provoked him, his condescending demeanor didn't 
waver in the slightest. 


"Well, fine. We'll settle this in court." 


"ve said it several times, but | don’t even know who you plan to arrest, and it's not like I've 
agreed to defend them." 


"No, we'll definitely meet in court. For your information, we've already identified your client as 
the first person who discovered the body. And we have enough witnesses and evidence to 
prove that person committed the murder. All that’s left is to wait for the forensic report to confirm 
it. Remember, our job is to ensure that murderers receive the punishment they deserve." 

Even | had to make a bit of an effort to keep my composure. 


... seriously? It’s been less than two hours since the incident was discovered! 


"Oh? You look surprised. Don’t underestimate our abilities. Although, if | had left it to Prosecutor 
Horiuchi, it might have taken a bit longer." 


"Well, whatever. I'd rather settle this in court than in a place like this. There's no audience here 
anyway. It'll be much more satisfying to embarrass you in front of the audience and jury." 


However, Togasaki’s smug attitude remained unchanged until the end. 


Just then, the phone in my inner jacket pocket started to vibrate. | took it out and looked at the 
screen. It was Kageno. 


"A call? Don’t mind me, go ahead and take it." 


"| don’t need your permission to answer my phone. Besides, there’s no point in staying here or 
talking to you any further. I'll be leaving now." 


"Very well. Goodbye, Attorney Yamashika. I'll see you in court." 

"lll be sure to repay you in full for letting me see the scene." 

As | said this and started to leave the room, Togasaki added, 

"Oh, by the way, that call might be bad news for you. | suggest you brace yourself." 


...| couldn't deal with this guy anymore. Ignoring Togasaki, | left the TreeStruct office, making 
sure there were no police officers around before pressing the call button. 


"You're late, Yamashika. Answer the damn phone." 


"Shut up. You’re the last person who should be complaining about that, considering you never 
answer until the phone rings thirty times. Anyway, what’s up? Did you find something out?" 


"ve got bad news." 


When he says "bad news," it’s definitely bad news. 

| asked cautiously, "What happened?" 

"Detective Inaba barged into my office and took Tsuji away." 
"W-Whaaaat?!" 

That damn prosecutor pulled a fast one! 

“What do you mean? Did they bring an arrest warrant?” 
“No, it’s what they call a voluntary accompaniment.” 


“Voluntary accompaniment? He could've just refused! What's the point of you even being 
there?!" 


“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m just a private detective, not a crooked lawyer. When they threaten you 
with obstruction of justice, there’s nothing you can do. Besides, unlike you, | can't just go around 
making enemies out of the police." 

“Damn it!” 

They got us. | was too naive. Hiding Tsuji in Kageno's office was way too obvious. Knowing 
Togasaki, he probably had already figured out where | might hide someone. | didn’t expect him 
to move this quickly, not even two hours after the incident occurred. 

"It's no use crying over spilled milk. For now, just keep investigating the case.” 

“I’ve got more bad news about that too.” 

...Not again. 

| had an urge to curse out loud, but my pride as a lawyer barely kept that urge in check. 


“What is it this time?” 


“It'd be quicker if you hear it directly from the person involved. Get to my office as soon as you 


can. 


“...Who’s the person involved?” 


“You'll find out when you get here. Hurry up.” 

With that, he hung up the phone. 

December 1st, 3:34 PM, Kageno Detective Agency 

If you were an ordinary person, you’d never realize that there was a detective agency in such a 
rundown, wooden apartment building. But on the second floor of this shabby place was where 


the Kageno Detective Agency is located. 


In what looked like a bachelor’s trash heap of a room, besides Kageno, there was another guest 
sitting on the sofa intended for clients, leisurely sipping tea. 


“Yamashika, let me introduce you. This guy is Detective Wada, an acquaintance of mine.” 


“Oh, so you’re Yamashika. You’re quite famous at our station. Nice to meet you. I’m Kazutoshi 
Wada, and I’m a police sergeant, believe it or not.” 


He was every bit the middle-aged man he appeared to be. Though he seemed taller than the 
average man his age, his shabby suit, burgeoning beer belly, sloppily grown facial hair, and 
voice that almost sounded like a drag queen’s completely stripped him of any semblance of 
authority as a detective. 


“Anyway, nice to meet you, Yamashika.” 


He offered his right hand. Seeing how greasy it was, | felt a momentary aversion, but | couldn't 
afford to be too hostile. | reluctantly took his hand and shook it. 


“Y-Yeah, nice to meet you.” 
It felt like squashing a frog. | resolved then and there to never let this guy meet Yukina. 


“Yamashika,” Kageno said, “He’s the detective who’s always been feeding me police 
information... You get what | mean?” 


“.Ah, yeah.” 

Kageno often brought me confidential police documents. The only way to do that would be to 
have connections inside the police force. And it seemed this middle-aged detective was the 
source of those leaks. 


“So, you’re in the homicide division, right?” 


“Yup, yup, that’s right. I’m neighbors and an old colleague of your buddy, good ol' Ken.” 


Good ol' Ken... | suddenly remembered that Detective Inaba’s actual name was Ken Inaba. 
“So, you're Detective Inaba’s colleague, huh? Though it seems his rank is higher than yours.” 


Without thinking, | said something that might piss him off, but Detective Wada didn’t seem to 
mind at all. 


“Well, he’s very dedicated to his work, unlike a slacker like me,” he said with a hearty laugh. But 
then, lowering his voice, he added, 


“Not that you have to believe me, but to be honest, I’ve been offered promotions too. 


Not that I'm bragging or anything! But you see, despite appearances, I’ve solved a lot of tough 
cases behind the scenes. But really, what's the point of climbing the ranks? It's just more trouble 
than it's worth. So I’ve deliberately turned down promotions to stay at my current rank.” 


“But you’ve also been doing quite a bit of shady business on the side,” Kageno said. “I mean, 
what kind of ‘superior’ detective would leak investigation reports just because someone slipped 
him a few bills?” 


Wada burst out laughing again. 

“Kageno, we agreed not to talk about that, remember? Oh, and Mr. Yamashika, let’s keep that 
between us, okay? I'll slip you some good stuff later. Just make sure you go through Kageno for 
it. If anyone at my station found out | was dealing with you... just thinking about it gives me 
chills.” 

“...Got it.” 

So that was his game. A small-time crook who used his position to line his pockets. But also, a 
master at navigating the system. It was a sad state of affairs that someone like him was part of 
an organization that wielded such power over people's lives. 

But that was just general talk. To save my clients from being wrongfully convicted, confidential 
police information was invaluable. In other words, even a petty criminal like this could be a 
necessary evil in the pursuit of justice, as long as | was involved. 


“So, what’s this bad news you mentioned on the phone?” 


“Oh, right, there’s something | absolutely need to tell you. Recently, a prosecutor from Tokyo 
was assigned here. Ever heard of this Togasaki fellow?” 


“Yeah, | know him.” 


“What?! How do you know him? He just got here recently, and he hasn’t taken on any cases 
yet.” 


“When | went to the crime scene earlier, he had the courtesy to come up and introduce himself.” 
“I see, just as | thought, he’s quick to act. Anyway, ever since he arrived, the atmosphere at our 
station has completely changed. To put it simply, it's become much harder to, say, peek at 
documents from other departments." 

“That's definitely bad news. So how much do you want?” 

Wada suddenly looked a bit flustered. 

“N-No, that’s not what | meant...” 

“Let’s not waste time negotiating. You said it’s not easy to do, not that it’s impossible. If the 
circumstances are right, you'll still do it, right? I’m willing to pay for useful information. I'll cover 
any increase in cost, so how much?” 

Wada suddenly grinned. 

“You know, negotiating with a lawyer isn’t something | usually do. But it’s a relief that you’re 
quick to understand. Just so there’s no misunderstanding, | want to make it clear that I’m also a 
police officer who upholds justice, so | don’t want to gouge you. But, the truth is, my side 
business has become harder to manage, and | have to pull a lot more strings, so | do need to 
raise the price a bit. | didn’t want to just notify you of a price hike out of the blue, which is why | 
took the risk of meeting you in person. Especially with good ol' Ken, you know how he is... if he 
found out about my side business... Oh, the thought alone terrifies me." 

What a smooth talker. 

“Hey, old man, can you cut it out?” 

Kageno said, looking exasperated. 

“Ah, sorry, sorry! | tend to go on and on. Even at the recent meeting with Detective Inaba — oh, 
right, I’m not supposed to talk about that. Anyway, because of that, at least while Prosecutor 
Togasaki has his eye on things, the price for the investigation report will go up by three bills. 
How about that?” 


“Got it. No problem.” 


Despite all his blabbering, the price wasn’t as high as | feared, so | was secretly relieved. 


“Mhm, I’m glad you understood so quickly. Ever since that Togasaki prosecutor arrived, 
everyone’s been on edge. 


Well, the reason he came here in the first place is pretty much because of you, though.” 
“...Did | bully Prosecutor Horiuchi too much?” 

“That's right. The Prosecutor’s Office doesn’t want to be embarrassed any further. 

But now you're going to be up against him, right? That prosecutor is famous for being a real 
ace. He used to work in Tokyo, and so far, he’s won 69 cases out of 69 — a perfect 69-win 
streak.” 

A 69-win streak. Just going by win records, | can’t compete with that. But... 

“Wow, that’s too bad.” 


“W-What’s too bad? What do you mean?” 


“He came all the way from Tokyo, only to have his 70th win streak broken by me. That’s pretty 
sad, isn’t it?” 


“...You really are something else.” 
In Japan’s criminal courts, the conviction rate is over 99.9%. With that in mind, it wouldn’t be 
surprising if there were prosecutors out there with a perfect 100-win record. The only exception 


so far has been Prosecutor Horiuchi, who had the misfortune of going up against me. 


Thinking about it, | started to feel a bit sorry for Prosecutor Togasaki. His otherwise impressive 
career was about to be tarnished, and it was all because he decided to go up against me. 


At that moment, my phone rang again. It was Yukina. 
| immediately pressed the call button. 

“Ah, Mr. Zenko? We have a problem!” 

Yukina's voice was frantic... This didn't sound good. 
“What’s wrong? What happened?” 


“Mr. Tsuji just called me! He said he’s been arrested and needs to see you right away. ..!” 


“W-What?!” 
... This was the first time | realized | had underestimated Togasaki. 


December 1st, 5:15 PM, Detention Center Visitation Room 


The visitation room in the detention center, separated by a plastic barrier. 


As | sat there idly waiting, a policeman eventually brought Tsuji to the other side of the 
transparent wall, and he took a seat. 


“Mr. Yamashika...!” Tsuji’s voice trembled with despair, his face looking like he was on the verge 
of tears. “What’s going on? Why have | been arrested...?” 


“I'd like to know that too.” 


| had called the police just before 2 PM today. Less than three hours later, they already had a 
suspect under arrest? This was insane. 


“Mr. Tsuji, those detectives probably gave you the whole spiel, didn't they? They know you were 
at the scene. And they probably told you that if you don't want to be falsely accused, you need 
to tell them everything you saw, right? Am | wrong?" 


Judging by his gaping mouth, I’d hit the mark. 


“Y-Yes, that’s exactly what happened. There was this scary guy with a face like a yakuza who 
said | wasn’t obligated to talk, but if | was really innocent, | shouldn’t need to stay silent...” 


A scary guy with a face like a yakuza — it had to be Detective Inaba. Clever wording. When 
someone puts it like that, anyone would feel compelled to talk. 


| really screwed up this time. | should’ve warned Tsuji thoroughly. | should’ve told him that if the 
police asked him anything, under no circumstances should he say a word. | was so sure he’d be 
safe from getting caught if he stayed at Kageno’s place. That was my mistake. 


“So, what did you tell them?” 
“N-Not much, really. | just said that | got fired from the company recently, and the president 
called me in to give me my severance pay... and then when | went to the company, | found him 


dead. That’s all | said...” 


“That’s more than enough to get you arrested. You admitted you were at the crime scene, and 
you even talked about your motive.” 


“N-No way...! So, what’s going to happen to me now...?” 


“For now, I'll request bail. If we’re lucky, you might be out of here by tomorrow. After that, it’s 
your trial. Well, just pray that | can work my magic.” 


Tsuji hung his head in despair. 
“O-Okay...” 


I'd been thrilled just half a day ago when | took on this murder case. A murder case doesn’t 
come by every day; | couldn't help but be excited. 


However, | couldn't shake off the feeling that | was constantly one step behind. 


This case was turning out to be more troublesome than I'd anticipated. 
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Chapter 3: Return of the “Desk Breaker” 


December 2nd, 10:00 AM, District Courtroom No. 2 
When | entered the courtroom, the prosecutor had already arrived. 


But it wasn’t the shorty prosecutor who | usually had the pleasure of grilling. The one who 
greeted me was that damn Togasaki with his knife-like sharp gaze. 


“You moved quickly yesterday.” 

| spoke as soon as | took my seat on the defense side. 

“Oh? I’m not sure what you're referring to.” 

‘What you’re referring to' — so that’s how he’s playing it. 

“I’m talking about how you took Tsuji without going through me.” 

“Ah, that. | don’t see how we did anything wrong. He came to us voluntarily, of his own free will, 
and cooperated with our investigation. If you don’t believe me, you can ask him yourself. Before 
we started questioning him, we told him he could leave whenever he wanted, and that he could 
contact his lawyer at any time if he needed to.” 

So they didn’t show even the slightest hint that they were going to arrest him, put Tsuji at ease 
to extract the necessary information from him, and then once everything was in place, they 


requested an arrest warrant and tossed him into a cell. 


“Heh, | gotta say, I’m impressed you managed to figure out where Tsuji was. Maybe | should 
start taking you prosecutors a bit more seriously.” 


“I’m honored to receive such praise from a skilled lawyer like yourself. The truth is, I’m a big fan 
of yours. I’ve done a thorough investigation on you. In fact, I’m confident that | know you better 
than anyone else.” 


“That's creepy. Stop it.” 


“Oh, don't be so cold. Thanks to that, | easily figured out where you’d be hiding someone. | 
thought it would likely be at that private detective’s office, or your secretary's house.” 


As expected, hiding Tsuji at Kageno’s office was too obvious. 


“And then you even managed to get an arrest warrant on the same day. Seriously, when did 
government officials become so diligent, even on a Sunday?” 


“Should | take that as another compliment?” 
“| couldn’t care less how you interpret it.” 


"Fair enough. Oh, by the way, don’t you think your circle of acquaintances is a bit small? Isn't it 
a bit lonely to have only a detective and a secretary visiting you?” 


“That's the kind of line I’d expect from a government lapdog who can’t do anything without a 
crowd around him.” 


| shot back with a provocation of my own. | thought | might have gotten under the skin of this 
smug bastard, but Togasaki only smiled as if he was enjoying my reaction. 


Unlike Horiuchi, it seemed like he wouldn't be so easily rattled. This was going to be a long 
trial... 


One thing | realized from our conversation was that, judging from his words, he hadn’t figured 
out everything about my office. At least, it seems he was unaware of the middle schooler who 
habitually trespassed into my office. It was too late for regrets now, but maybe | should’ve 
hidden Tsuji at that brat’s house instead. 


...No, that wouldn’t have worked either. If | did that, who knows what demands Satsuki would 
make of me later. 


At that moment, the door in the corner of the courtroom opened, and a judge dressed in dark 
clothes entered. 


“...Sigh.” 


Judge Shudo, whose face | had grown quite familiar with, heaved a small sigh as soon as he 
saw me and took his seat at the bench. | wish he’d keep his sighs to himself. 


“Well, shall we begin? Let’s see, Prosecutor Togasaki... was it? It's a pleasure to meet you in 
court for the first time. Let's keep things... how should | put it... civil." 


“No need to worry, Your Honor. | don’t know how the previous proceedings have gone with 
Attorney Yamashika, but as long as I’m the prosecutor, | assure you that the trial will proceed 


smoothly and without delay.” 


Stop calling him 'Your Honor' with that exaggerated formality. 


Still, this guy really does have a silver tongue, no doubt about it. 
“| certainly hope so. 


Now, let's move on. First, about the date for the preliminary hearing — can we schedule it for 
10:00 AM tomorrow in this courtroom? If more time is needed —” 


“The defense has no objections.” 

“The prosecution agrees as well.” 

“...Attorney Yamashika, | must say, your trials always proceed so swiftly, and it’s a great help.” 
Judge Shudo’s words were composed of about 80% sarcasm. 

“Now, Attorney, will the defense be requesting bail?” 

“Yes, Your Honor.” 

“Very well. Prosecution, do you have any objections?” 

Here it comes. 


| braced myself, expecting some fierce objections to pour out of that silver tongue of his. But to 
my surprise, Togasaki just shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. 


“No, Your Honor. We have sufficient evidence to prove the defendant’s guilt. While we can’t 
completely rule out the possibility of the defendant fleeing, given the esteemed Attorney 
Yamashika representing him, | highly doubt such a mishap would occur. Therefore, we have no 
intention of filing an objection.” 

...| didn’t even feel like commenting anymore. 

Well, don't look a gift horse in the mouth. | guess. 


“Very well. In that case, bail is granted. Now, about the amount —” 


After that, the meeting concluded without any issues. Tsuji’s bail was approved without a hitch, 
and Togasaki and | left the courtroom without even looking at each other. 


December 2nd, 12:50 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


“Thank you for the meal.” 


“Sure, it was nothing special.” 
Yukina cleared the dishes and took them to the room next door. 


The midday calm in my law office made my fierce verbal battle with Togasaki feel like a distant 
memory. 


Yukina’s cooking was delicious as always. But there was one thing bothering me. 
“Man, Yuki’s cooking is always so good.” 


“Totally! Studying makes you hungry, you know? Ah, now | can focus on studying for my tests 
this afternoon.” 


For some reason, Kageno and Satsuki, who had been hanging around the office since midday, 
shamelessly chimed in. 


“...m sure a free meal tastes even better, doesn’t it?” 

| can’t deny that my words had a bit of a barb to them. 

“Yamashika, your problem is that you’re too stingy. Lawyers can make money just by giving 
thirty minutes of advice, right? What’s a meal or two? Besides, food tastes better when you eat 
with others." 

“Yeah, exactly! We’re just helping to make Yukina’s cooking taste even better!” 

Like hell they were. | leaned closer to Kageno and whispered in his ear. 


“What I’m saying is, don’t intrude on my time alone with Yukina!” 


“Oh, hearing that just makes me want to intrude even more. | can’t just stand by and watch you 
sink your poisonous fangs into Yuki.” 


... quickly abandoned any hope of reasoning with him. At least until this case was resolved, | 
couldn't kick him out. | decided to get straight to the point. 


“Anyway, let’s hear your report.” 
That’s right — Kageno had come to my office to report on his investigation from yesterday. But 
instead, he pushed the report aside, insisting on eating first, and shamelessly enjoyed a free 


meal. 


“Well, I'll need 150 dollars for expenses first.” 


“That's too much. | haven’t even heard what you found out yet.” 


“That's the bare minimum for necessary expenses. It’s to pay off the detective | introduced you 
to yesterday.” 


“Tsk.” 

Well, if he put it that way, | guess | didn't have a choice. 

| took out my wallet, pulled out the two bills, and handed them over. 
Kageno accepted them with a satisfied look and said: 


"The victim was Seiichiro Hirano, the president of TreeStruct Inc. Cause of death: strangulation. 
Estimated time of death: around 1:30 PM." 


"...1 already knew all of that." 

"That's all." 

| slammed my fist on the desk. 

"You bastard! You just came here to eat, didn't you!" 


"Shut up! That's why | only charged you the minimum 150 dollars for expenses! I'm practically 
working for free here!" 


"Don't give me that crap! | don't care if you say it's for expenses, but how do you justify charging 
150 dollars for such useless information? Go back and investigate again, right now!" 


"Don't be ridiculous! The police aren't giving me any information, so | can't even figure out who 
the suspects are! What do you expect me to do?" 


"Ah, shut up already!" 

Satsuki suddenly shouted. 

"| told you I'm studying for a test, didn't I! Can't you keep it down a little?" 
"Do that at home! You shouldn't be doing that in my office!" 


"There's some election going on, so it's been noisy at home lately! At least here, no one comes 
around, and it's quiet!" 


Why was my office filled with these people? | sat back on the couch and cursed my fate. 


"Anyway, Kageno, you've had your meal and taken your money. You've done what you came 
for, so go back and continue your investigation." 


"Yeah, yeah. But don't expect too much; the situation with the police information hasn't 
changed." 


He left after saying that ominous thing. 


However, just as Kageno had warned, that day passed without any significant new information 
coming in. 


As usual, | ended up heading to court without any decent preparations. 


December 3rd, 10:00 AM, District Courtroom No. 2 


"Now, we will begin the preliminary hearing regarding the murder charge against the defendant, 
Takeshi Tsuji." 


It was Tuesday, two days after Tsuji had been arrested. 

The stage had quickly shifted to this courtroom. 

On the prosecution’s side was Togasaki, just like yesterday, and across from him, on the 
defense side, were me, Yukina, and Tsuji. In the gallery sat a sleepy-looking Kageno. The only 
difference from the usual courtroom scene was that the middle schooler who always shows up 
in her school uniform wasn’t here, probably because of her end-of-term exams. | heard the 
exams would continue for a few more days, so it's likely that we won’t see that mysterious kid 
sitting in the gallery during this trial. Not that it matters. 

"Prosecutor Togasaki, are you ready?" 


"Yes, Your Honor, no issues." 


Prosecutor Togasaki responded confidently, with an air of dignity far surpassing that of some 
other shorty prosecutor. 


"Very well. Defense?" 
"The defense is ready as well." 


| replied firmly, glaring at Togasaki. | couldn’t afford to show any signs of being intimidated in 
front of the jury right from the start. 


"Good. Then, prosecution, please call your first witness." 


"For our first witness, we would like to call Detective Inaba, who was in charge of the 
investigation." 


Soon, the familiar stern face of Detective Inaba appeared as he walked calmly to the witness 
stand. 


"Witness, please state your name and occupation." 
The judge said. 


"My name is Ken Inaba. | work as a detective handling cases such as homicides at Uenohara 
Police Station." 


"Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you God?" 
"Yes, | swear." 

"Very well." 

The judge nodded and turned to Prosecutor Togasaki. 

"You may begin your examination." 

"Thank you, Your Honor. 


Now, Detective Inaba, on December 1st, the day before yesterday, you received a certain 
report, did you not?" 


His tone was polite, but there was an air of arrogance in his delivery. 
"Yes." 


Whether it was because Inaba had nerves of steel or because he was already accustomed to 
this arrogant prosecutor, there was not a hint of nervousness in his demeanor. 


"And who reported this to you?" 
"It was Attorney Yamashika, the defense attorney sitting right there, who called me directly." 


The gallery stirred slightly. Well, it wasn't exactly an everyday occurrence for a lawyer to 
personally call and request a detective. 


"And what was the content of the report?" 


"He said that his client had discovered a dead body and urgently requested that officers be 
dispatched." 


"Who was Attorney Yamashika’s client?" 
"Objection!" 


| slammed my fist on the desk. Togasaki’s eyebrow twitched slightly, perhaps irritated that his 
questioning had been interrupted. 


Time to throw a jab of my own. 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, at the time | contacted Detective Inaba, | did not mention who had found 
the body, nor did | specify who my client was. Any information that came later or was relayed 
through others should not be admissible as testimony. Therefore, | believe it is inappropriate to 
ask that question at this stage." 


The judge looked slightly perplexed as he glanced between me and Togasaki. 


"Hmm, this is a somewhat tricky issue. Since the person making the report says he didn’t 
mention it, it might indeed be inappropriate to delve into the identity of that person at this point." 


"Your Honor, this isn't a difficult issue," Togasaki said, turning his smug face towards the judge. 
"This is simply a question to confirm a basic fact. To ensure the trial proceeds quickly and 
clearly, we’re just having the witness state a fact that will soon become evident anyway. After all, 
this is merely a preliminary hearing to determine whether there is enough suspicion that the 
defendant committed the crime. There’s no need to debate every objection over such minor 
issues. 


Of course, if the defense's goal is merely to delay the proceedings and waste the jury members' 
valuable time, then unfortunately, | can't do much to prevent that." 


This guy could really talk. | thought I’d just throw a light jab, but he countered excellently. It 
looked like he was fully prepared for a fight. 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, | would appreciate it if you refrained from making remarks that could be 
interpreted as personal attacks." 


The judge gently admonished him, but Togasaki just spread his hands and shrugged as if to say 
he was misunderstood. 


"| had no such intention whatsoever... But, well, considering how it could be interpreted, | 
suppose it might be taken as an insult. | humbly withdraw my previous statement." 


He didn't look the least bit like someone apologizing. 
The judge nodded, looking slightly exasperated. 


"Very well, but since this is a preliminary hearing, the prosecution does have a point. Attorney 
Yamashika, what do you say?" 


"If the prosecution insists, | have no objections. Please continue with the examination." 
| decided to back down for now. Togasaki smirked, clearly pleased with himself. 
Did he really think | was going to just sit back and take it? 


"Now, let's get back on track. Detective Inaba, who was this client of Attorney Yamashika who 
claimed to have seen the strangled body?" 


"It was the defendant in this case, Mr. Takeshi Tsuji." 


The gallery fell silent. Togasaki looked extremely satisfied after orchestrating that dramatic 
reveal. 


"What else did Attorney Yamashika say?" 

"He told me the location where the body was found." 

"And where was that?" 

"He said it was in the president's office at a company called TreeStruct." 


"You requested that Attorney Yamashika turn over the person who found the body to the police, 
didn’t you?" 


"Yes, | did." 

"And why did you do that?" 

"Because that individual was presumed to be the first person to discover the body. In a murder 
case, the first discoverer is an extremely important witness, so it’s only natural to secure their 


identity." 


"Did the defense counsel accept that request?" 


"No, he refused." 

"And why was that?" 

| slammed my fist on the desk. The sound echoed throughout the courtroom. 
"Objection! That has nothing to do with this case!" 


| remembered the time when | dismissed Detective Inaba's request with a string of contrived 
excuses. If the jury heard about that exchange, it would leave a bad impression of me. 


"Then, I'll withdraw the question." 
Togasaki said this casually. It was probably a question meant to mock me. 
"Detective Inaba, what actions did you take after that?" 


"| immediately arranged for officers to be dispatched to the location where Attorney Yamashika 
said the body had been found." 


"Very well, no further questions. Defense counsel, proceed with your cross-examination." 


Togasaki looked down at me. The fact that he could get under my skin with just a glance might 
be considered a kind of talent. 


| stood up and began the cross-examination. 


"Detective Inaba, earlier you testified that the person who found the body was the defendant, 
correct?" 


"Yes." 

"Then, can you explain in detail how you came to know it was the defendant?" 

"Objection!" 

For once, Togasaki raised his voice. 

"That question falls outside the scope of the cross-examination! Cross-examination should be 
limited to the matters testified to in the direct examination. And in the direct examination, there 


was no mention of how it was determined that the defendant found the body!" 


| exaggeratedly shrugged my shoulders and responded. 


"It seems Prosecutor Togasaki is somewhat mistaken. During cross-examination, the defense 
has the right to question the details of all matters testified to in the direct examination. The 
prosecution extracted testimony that the person who found the body was the defendant. 
Therefore, the defense has the right to probe the details of how that conclusion was reached." 


Togasaki's eyebrow twitched in irritation. 


"Your Honor, the prosecution has prepared a witness who will clarify that later. However, the 
prosecution has a planned order of presenting evidence. The defense's cross-examination 
clearly aims to disrupt that order —" 


"Prosecutor Togasaki," | interrupted, "I previously objected to the question regarding 'who found 
the body." | believed that question was inappropriate at that moment. However, | eventually 
withdrew my objection. You argued that asking that question would allow the proceedings to 
move more quickly and clearly. | agreed with that approach. 


Now that testimony has been given that 'the defendant found the body,' the defense has the 
right to clarify how that conclusion was reached. This aligns with your aim of conducting a quick 
and clear trial, does it not? Whether the prosecution's order of evidence is disrupted is irrelevant 
to me. 


However, if the prosecution's goal is to use this disruption as an excuse to delay the 


proceedings and complicate the trial, confusing the jury, then unfortunately, | cannot argue any 
further." 


All expression disappeared from Togasaki's face. That must be the look he has when he's angry. 
If he’s upset, he should just turn red and start yelling — at least that would be honest. 


The judge let out a weary sigh. 


"Defense counsel, | would also appreciate it if you could refrain from making remarks that could 
be interpreted as personal attacks." 


| shrugged my shoulders and lightly bowed my head. 


"Oh, | had no such intention whatsoever... But, well, depending on how it’s interpreted, it might 
be taken as an insult. | will humbly withdraw my statement. 


The judge sighed for the second time today. Is it just my imagination, or does this judge's hair 
get grayer every time | see him in court? 


"However, the defense's argument is valid. It would be simple to overrule the prosecution's 
objection and allow the defense's question... But let me remind you, this is a preliminary 
hearing, not a public trial. The prosecution would not be pleased to have its order of evidence 
disrupted, and if that complicates the proceedings, it would be counterproductive. 

So, | have a suggestion for both parties: How about we strike the previous testimony that 'the 
defendant found the body’? That would eliminate the defense's right to cross-examine on that 
issue." 


"The defense is fine with that." 


| replied confidently, as if | had anticipated this proposal all along, speaking before Togasaki 
could respond. 


"The prosecution agrees." 

Togasaki said this while glaring at me with a blank expression. 

"Very well. Stenographer, please strike the relevant testimony from the record. Jury members, 
you are also instructed to forget that any testimony was given about the defendant finding the 
body." 

The five jurors looked at each other in bewilderment. 

When you think about it calmly, this is an absurd exchange. It’s strange that no one is laughing. 
In practical terms, this exchange was a loss for me. No matter how much you tell people to 
"forget" a testimony that had been the center of debate just moments ago, there's no way 
anyone can truly forget it. The jurors and everyone in the gallery have already solidified the 


belief that "the defendant found the body." There's no denying it. 


But at least now, even the always smug, infuriatingly calm Togasaki will have realized that this 
courtroom won't proceed according to his script. 


"No further questions." 

"Very well." 

The judge nodded at my words. 
"Prosecutor Togasaki, your next witness." 


"The next witness is Officer Taro Suzuki, who was the first to arrive at the scene." 


The young policeman, who had a name that seemed almost carelessly given, stood at the 
witness stand with a slightly nervous demeanor and took the oath. However, it seemed that his 
nervousness was not due to the numerous spectators and jurors but rather because of the 
presence of Prosecutor Togasaki. 


"Officer Suzuki, you visited the office of a company called TreeStruct the day before yesterday, 
following orders, correct?" 


"Y-Yes, that's right." 

"Was that at Detective Inaba's request?" 

"No, that's not entirely correct." 

...What? 

"What do you mean?" 

"It's true that | rushed to the company because | was the closest officer to the scene. But it 
wasn't at Detective Inaba's request; it was in response to a separate emergency call that came 
a little earlier." 

No one had told me about this. 

When | glanced to the side, Tsuji had a similar look of surprise on his face. 

"So, there was another person who discovered the body?" 


"Yes, that's correct." 


It seems a new person connected to the case had finally emerged. In my opinion, this person 
was a "prime suspect." 


..._But wait a minute. When you think about it, this person would technically be the first one to 
discover the body, wouldn’t they? If that’s the case, then my effort to contact Detective Inaba 


would’ve been pointless. Though, at the time, | had no idea there was another caller. 


"So, just to clarify, you first responded to that call, and then later received a similar request from 
Detective Inaba?" 


"Yes, that's correct. Both directives | received were the same: to go to the president's office at 
TreeStruct." 


"So, there were two reports about the same murder at almost the same time?" 


"Yes, that's right. Strictly speaking, Attorney Yamashika's report came later." 


| wondered who that other caller was. | couldn’t shake the feeling that this person might be the 
real culprit. 


"And you followed those instructions and went to the crime scene, correct?" 

"Yes." 

"Then, please testify about what you saw there. First, where was the company’s office located?" 
"Yes. The company was located on the second floor of a building near the center of the bustling 
downtown area. The building is called Akatsuki Building. It's a large, thirteen-story structure with 
many restaurants and cafes on the first floor, and various businesses occupying the floors 
above. The company called TreeStruct had its office on the south side of the second floor." 
"Were you able to enter the office easily? How was it secured?" 

"The door was not locked, so | was able to enter easily." 

"Were there any people in or around the company?" 

"Yes. Perhaps because it was a Sunday afternoon, there were quite a few people on the first 
floor of the building, but there were hardly any people on the floors above the second floor, 
which were occupied by businesses." 

"Very well. And then you entered the president's office, correct?" 

"Yes. As instructed, | entered the room labeled ‘President’s Office.” 

"And what did you see there?" 

"The victim in this case — Mr. Seiichiro Hirano, an elderly man — was lying on the floor." 

The courtroom fell silent. 

‘Wait a minute, how did you know the identity of the body at that point?’ — It would have been 
easy to challenge him on that, but it felt tedious to dig into the timeline any further, and letting it 


slide this time would help shorten the proceedings. 


"What was the layout of the president's office?" 


"Yes. The president's office was located in the southwest part of the second floor of the Akatsuki 
Building. The room had windows on the west and south sides, a door on the east side leading to 
an adjacent room, and a bookshelf on the north side. There was a large desk and a safe near 
the windows on the west side." 


"Where in the room was the victim, and in what position?" 


"He was lying on the floor right in front of the desk, near the center of the room. He was on his 
back, and there were marks around his neck as if something had been wrapped around it." 


"What did you do after finding the body?" 


"Since the man had no pulse and was not breathing, | immediately used my radio to report it as 
a murder and requested backup." 


Togasaki nodded slowly in satisfaction, and the witness let out a sigh of relief. He must have 
been worried about making a mistake in front of Togasaki. 


"No further questions." 

"Defense counsel Yamashika, your cross-examination." 

| immediately stood up. 

"Can you provide more details about the person who made the first report?" 


"Well, I'm afraid | don't know. | was simply ordered to go to the scene because of a report that a 
body had been found." 


"If | may interrupt," Togasaki interjected, "The person who made that report is scheduled to 
testify later. If you have questions, could you wait until then?" 


He could have mentioned that earlier. 


But based on what | heard in the direct examination, it doesn't seem like there's anything more 
to extract from this witness. 


"No further questions." 


Letting a prosecution witness go without even a single objection wasn't my style. But it seems 
Togasaki wasn't just posturing. He had the witness focus entirely on straightforward facts, 
leaving no room for objections. He simply had the witness state the facts plainly, yet 
interspersed with occasional impactful testimony to keep the gallery and jury engaged. 


He was good. | had to give him that. 

"The next witness is Dr. Eboshi, who conducted the autopsy on the victim." 

Even though the prosecutor had changed, the pattern of calling witnesses remained the same. 
Soon, the pale, unhealthy-looking, overweight Dr. Eboshi — no, the “White Piggy” — waddled 
up to the witness stand. 

However, the atmosphere in this courtroom was slightly different from before. In the past, he 
exuded a kind of self-importance, as if he were saying, "I am a doctor." But today, that aura was 
completely gone. In fact, there was even an air of nervousness, which was the last thing that 
suited him. 

"Dr. Eboshi, you conducted the autopsy on the body of the victim, Mr. Seiichiro Hirano, correct?" 
"Y-Yeh, that’s right." 

It seemed this man was also scared of the prosecutor. 

"Please begin by explaining the cause of death in detail." 

"Understood. To put it simply, the cause of death was asphyxiation due to strangulation. There 
were ligature marks on the neck, cyanosis on the face, petechiae in the eyes, and no signs of 
scratching around the neck. From these observations, we can deduce —" 


"Hold on a moment, Dr. Eboshi." 


Just as the “White Piggy” doctor started to regain his usual pompous attitude, Prosecutor 
Togasaki gently interrupted. 


"Let’s go step by step. First, what are ligature marks?" 

"M-My apologies. Ligature marks, as the name suggests, are the marks left by something being 
tied around the neck. The victim had relatively broad ligature marks on his neck, suggesting the 
assailant used something soft and long, like a cloth, to strangle him." 

"Very well. And what is cyanosis?" 

"Yeh. When a person is strangled, they can't breathe, leading to a lack of oxygen. If this 
condition persists, the skin and mucous membranes — such as the lips — turn a bluish-purple 


color. This is known as cyanosis." 


"So, the victim's face showed this bluish-purple discoloration?" 


"Yeh, that's correct." 

"Good. Finally, what are petechiae?" 

"Well, the human eye has tiny blood vessels called capillaries. When a person is strangled, the 
blood vessels in the neck are obstructed, causing blood to pool in the head, which can 
sometimes rupture these capillaries. This results in small, dot-like hemorrhages appearing, 
particularly on the inside of the eyelids, which we call petechiae." 


"So, what can be inferred from all this evidence?" 


"First, cyanosis and petechiae only occur if the neck is strangled for an extended period. Also, 
as | mentioned earlier, there were no signs of scratching around the neck. 


What this suggests is, for example, if someone were strangled from behind with a cord 
unexpectedly, the victim would instinctively try to remove the cord from their neck, leaving 
scratch marks from his fingernails. In this case, there were no such marks." 

"In other words, the victim was strangled from the front?" 

"Yeh. To be precise, it’s most likely that the assailant was within the victim's field of vision." 
"Were there any other external injuries on the victim?" 

"No, nothing else of note." 


"| see." 


Togasaki paused his questioning. He was probably giving the people in the courtroom time to 
digest the testimony of the “White Piggy” doctor. 


"Now for the final question. Can you estimate the time of death?" 


"Yes. Based on the time the body was found, the temperature, the rectal temperature of the 
body, and the degree of rigor mortis, it can be almost definitively determined that the time of 
death was around 1:30 PM the day before yesterday, December 1st." 


"What is the basis for that determination?" 


"When the human body ceases to function, its temperature gradually drops. The rate of this 
drop can vary depending on external factors like the victim’s body type and clothing, so it's not 
very reliable for reference. However, rectal temperature — well, to put it simply, the internal 
temperature of the anus — is much less affected by such factors, making it very effective for 
estimating the time of death. 


| saw the body at 3:30 PM the day before yesterday. The temperature at the crime scene at that 
time was 10 degrees Celsius, and the rectal temperature was 34 degrees Celsius. This data 
corroborates the fact that the victim died about two hours earlier. 

Additionally, when a body has been dead for approximately two to three hours, a phenomenon 
occurs where parts of the body begin to stiffen. This is what we refer to as rigor mortis. When | 
examined the body, there was stiffness in the toes, but it had not yet spread throughout the 
entire body. This further supports the estimate that the victim died about two hours prior." 

The "White Piggy" doctor declared this with complete confidence. 

"However, isn't it possible that there might be some margin of error?" 

"Yes, of course, the estimate could be off by about ten minutes either way. However, there were 
no signs that the body had been moved after death, and the crime scene was indoors where the 
temperature remained constant. The estimation of the time of death based on rectal 
temperature is quite reliable." 

"Very well." 


Togasaki nodded in satisfaction and then turned to the judge. 


"Your Honor, Dr. Eboshi will be called to the stand again later to testify about the weapon, but for 
now, | would like to conclude the direct examination." 


"Understood. Does the defense have any cross-examination at this point?" 

| rose from my chair and said, 

"Nothing in particular." 

The next person to take the stand was Detective Inaba again. 

"You were in charge of investigating this case, and you searched the crime scene, correct?" 
"Yes." 

Liar, wasn't it that arrogant prosecutor who was actually running the show at the scene? 
"Please testify about what you discovered as a result." 


"Yes. First, the inside of the room was in disarray, with stationery scattered around, indicating 
there might have been a slight struggle. Also, there was a safe in the room, but it was empty." 


"Was there supposed to be something in the safe?" 
"| don't know. According to what | heard from the company’s personnel, there was usually a 
significant amount of cash in the safe, in the order of tens of thousands of dollars, for 


transactions." 


"Detective Inaba, there’s no need to bring in hearsay evidence. Please limit your testimony to 
what you directly investigated." 


"My apologies." 

Come to think of it, the safe was indeed empty. The door was even open. 

...But wait. If that's the case, something is clearly off. The safe in the president's office was 
empty, even though the door was open... This clearly suggests that someone must have taken 


something. So then, who could it have been? 


In that case, the prosecution will undoubtedly suspect Tsuji. After all, they seem to believe that 
Tsuji killed the president, the owner of the safe. 


However, the current trial is only about murder. If Tsuji had killed Hirano and taken the money, 
the charge would be robbery-murder, which carries a much heavier penalty. 


Does that mean the prosecution doesn’t think Tsuji took the money? But if that's the case, then 
who the hell did? 


Well, that's something to think about later. | continued listening to Detective Inaba's testimony. 


"Next, we conducted a thorough search of the interior of the building and its surroundings. As a 
result, we found something in the garbage disposal area behind the building." 


"Are you referring to this scarf?" 


Togasaki picked up a plastic bag from the desk. Inside was a folded piece of cloth that looked 
like a knitted scarf. 


"Yes, that’s right." 
So that’s the weapon, huh — just as | was starting to understand, it happened. 
"Ah, aah!" 


Tsuji, who was seated next to me, suddenly let out a small groan. 


Newly presented evidence, and my client reacting to it at the same time... | have a bad feeling 
about this. 


"What's wrong, Tsuji? Does that scarf look familiar?" 
"N-No, not really... It's nothing... I’m fine." 
...He looked anything but fine. 


| wanted to question him further, but it wouldn't be good to be seen arguing in front of the jury. 
For now, | decided to keep quiet. 


But there was no doubt in my mind that the scarf was bad news for us. 

"Detective Inaba, why did you focus on a scarf that was thrown away in the garbage?" 

"First of all, the scarf was fairly new. | found it suspicious that such a new item was thrown away 
like that. Secondly, the pattern on the scarf was strikingly similar to the marks on the victim's 
neck." 

Togasaki nodded. 

"No further questions. Your Honor, the prosecution would like to submit this scarf as Exhibit A." 
"Does the defense have any objections?" 

It would be easy to object, saying, "The connection between this case and the scarf hasn’t been 
established yet." But knowing Togasaki, he would confidently reply, "That will be clarified by the 
next witness." 

Well, it didn’t really make much difference. 

"No objections from the defense." 

"Very well, it will be admitted as evidence. The defense may now cross-examine." 

| stood up and began my questioning. 


"Detective Inaba, what happened to the contents of the safe?" 


"We're still searching. To begin with, we don’t even know for sure what was in the safe. 
According to what | heard from the people related to the company, there was usually more than 


7,000 dollars in cash — ah, no, that would be hearsay. In any case, we don’t have any concrete 
information about the safe." 


"So you're saying that you haven't ruled out the possibility that someone stole it?" 


"We didn’t find any fingerprints or other evidence, so at this point, | can only say that it’s 
unclear." 


"...No further questions." 


It seemed the prosecution wasn't putting much emphasis on the safe either. Was it empty from 
the start? But even if that was the case, it was strange that the door was left open... 


I'd have Kageno investigate this after today’s trial was over. 
"We would like to call Dr. Eboshi back to the stand." 
At Togasaki’s request, the "White Piggy" doctor took the stand again. 


"Dr. Eboshi has already been sworn in," the judge said. "Prosecutor Togasaki, you may proceed 
with the direct examination." 


"Understood. Dr. Eboshi, you conducted various tests on this scarf, correct?" 

"Yeh, that’s correct." 

"What kind of tests did you conduct?" 

"First, as Detective Inaba testified earlier, the pattern on the scarf was very similar to the marks 
on the victim's neck. So, we conducted an experiment where we wrapped the scarf tightly 
around a piece of clay, shaped to match the thickness of the victim’s neck, and compared the 
resulting marks." 

"What was the result?" 

"Yeh. The pattern that appeared matched the marks on the victim's neck." 

"Very well." 

Togasaki paused here, giving the jury time to absorb the testimony. 


"What other tests did you conduct?" 


"We conducted DNA analysis." 


"Is it possible to collect DNA from a scarf?" 


"Yeh. When a person’s skin comes into strong contact with a scarf or other fabric, trace amounts 
of skin tissue can be left behind. From that, we can extract DNA." 


"Please tell us the result." 


"Yeh, we were able to confirm the presence of both the victim's and the defendant's DNA on the 
scarf." 


What the hell? | glared at my client sitting next to me. Tsuji looked pale and was trembling. So 
that scarf belonged to this guy or something? 


But if that was the case, why was it found in the garbage? And the way Tsuji reacted when the 
scarf was brought up... 


...At that moment, a worst-case scenario flashed through my mind, sending chills down my 
spine. 


"Very well. Defense counsel, you may cross-examine." 

Togasaki said. | should probably press this a bit more. 

"Dr. Eboshi, you said you found the DNA of both the defendant and the victim, correct?" 
"Yeh, that’s right." 

"Did you find any DNA from anyone other than the defendant and the victim?" 

"W-W-What do you mean?" 

"Don't you understand? You testified that DNA can remain on a scarf if it’s touched. In other 
words, it’s entirely possible that DNA from someone other than the defendant and the victim 
could have been found on the scarf." 

"N-No, but skin tissue doesn’t attach that easily. In this case, at the very least, we believe the 
perpetrator held both ends of the scarf with their hands and strangled the victim. In other words, 
the hands holding the scarf exerted considerable force, which allowed us to extract a small 


amount of DNA. The same goes for the victim, who was strangled with great force." 


"Is that so? By the way, Dr. Eboshi, you haven’t answered my question at all. | asked whether 
there was DNA on the scarf from anyone other than the victim and the defendant. Yes or no?" 


The "White Piggy" gulped and glanced at Prosecutor Togasaki as if seeking help. But Togasaki 
didn’t move a muscle. Eventually, Dr. Eboshi, as if giving up, said, 


"Y-Yeh." 
The courtroom buzzed slightly. 


"So, in other words, there is someone else who might have held the scarf with enough strength 
to strangle a person?" 


"N-No, I’m not saying that. I’m simply saying there’s a possibility that someone else might have 
rubbed the scarf against their skin for some reason." 


"| see, | understand clearly. So, it could also be said that the defendant's DNA was found on the 
scarf, but it wasn’t from strangling the victim; it was just a result of the scarf rubbing against the 
defendant's skin for some reason." 

The "White Piggy" sighed as if he had given up. 

"T-That possibility can’t be denied, but..." 


"Very well. Let’s look at this from another perspective. For instance, if the scarf belonged to the 
defendant, it’s only natural that skin tissue would be found on it, correct?" 


Both Dr. Eboshi and Prosecutor Togasaki showed expressions of surprise to varying degrees. 


Judging by Tsuji's reaction, | had a hunch, but it seemed the scarf did indeed belong to Tsuji. 
That’s why Tsuji’s DNA was on it. 


"Well, that might be the case, but..." 
"That’s what | wanted to hear. No further questions." 


| glanced at Prosecutor Togasaki with a sense of accomplishment. However, Togasaki showed 
no signs of being perturbed and simply observed the situation with his arms crossed. 


Was this level of cross-examination within his expectations? 
Eventually, Togasaki slowly stood up and said, 


"Your Honor, the prosecution has no further witnesses for today." 


Not long after, the judge concluded today’s proceedings and issued the closing orders. 


As soon as we left, | grabbed Tsuji by the arm and took him back to the defense waiting room to 
question him. 


"Tsuji, why didn’t you say anything? That scarf belongs to you, doesn’t it!?" 
"I-’'m sorry, Mr. Yamashika! | never imagined it would be found so easily!" 
Tsuji bowed his head repeatedly. 


"Listen, Japanese police are pretty competent. It's not that easy for an amateur like you to hide 
something from them!" 


"Mr. Zenko!" It was Yukina who intervened to stop me from pressing Tsuji further. She had 
entered the waiting room without me noticing. "Let’s leave it at that. I’m sure Mr. Tsuji didn’t 
mean any harm... | know because | was the same." 

"Yukina..." 


If Yukina herself said that, | had no choice but to tone it down. 


Yes, Yukina had once been involved in a murder case. At that time, thanks to my defense, 
things were resolved, but Yukina had lied to me about one thing. 


| plopped down into a nearby folding chair. 


"Alright, there’s no point in dwelling on the past. But now, you need to tell me everything you 
know. | don’t want to be blindsided by that bastard Togasaki again." 


"Y-Yes... That scarf, | bought it about half a month ago. | hadn’t worn a scarf before, but it was 
getting cold, and | heard it was good for my health. But since | wasn’t used to wearing it, | often 


left it at the office. So, when | was fired, | accidentally left it behind... 


But that day, when | found the body in the president’s office... | realized the scarf around his 
neck was mine. | thought | was in trouble if it stayed there, so..." 


"You threw it away?" 


"Y-Yes. | took the scarf off the body and threw it in the garbage disposal area behind the 
building..." 


| couldn’t suppress a sigh. 


"Damn it, what were you thinking? | told you not to touch or move anything at the scene!" 


"I-’'m sorry. Actually, when | called you, Mr. Yamashika, | had already thrown away the scarf and 
left the building... B-But it’s okay! No one saw me throw it away." 


"| wish that were enough..." 
| recalled Togasaki's overly confident demeanor. And the fact that Tsuji was arrested just a few 
hours after the incident. Such a swift arrest couldn’t have been made based on physical 


evidence alone. It takes time to scientifically corroborate physical evidence. 


Which meant there had to be a living piece of evidence that didn't require scientific analysis — a 
witness. And a crucial one at that. 


| cursed Tsurugi's careless actions. He stumbled upon a dead body, and to make matters worse, 
it was his former boss, with his own scarf wrapped around the neck — given that situation, it’s 
understandable that he couldn't stay calm. But why did he have to throw the scarf away in such 
an obvious place as behind the building? 


If only he had taken it home and burned it, we wouldn’t have had this mess — though | couldn't 
bring myself to say that out loud. 


"More importantly, Yamashika, didn’t we gain something from today’s trial?" 
It was Kageno, who had entered the waiting room at some point. 


"Yeah, that’s right. You know what to do, Kageno. Look into the safe and the other person who 
reported the crime." 


"Yeah, yeah. I'll do what | can, but the only ones who know the details about the safe and the 
informant are probably the police. | don’t think much information will leak out under the current 
circumstances, so don’t expect too much." 


With Kageno’s less-than-reassuring words, this strategy meeting came to an end. 


December 3rd, 12:05 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


After parting ways with Kageno and Tsuji, | returned to the office with Yukina. 
When we arrived, we found something unexpected in front of the office. 
A habitual trespasser wearing a blazer uniform was shivering from the cold. 


"Brr, you're late! How long did you plan to make a delicate girl wait out here in this cold!?" 


"...Who are you calling delicate? And why are you even here? Didn’t you have exams today?" 


"Exams ended in the morning! Now let me in! You do know how bad it would be to catch a cold 
in this season, right!?" 


As always, what she said was completely unreasonable. After all, wearing such a short skirt in 
this cold December weather was her own fault. Though, knowing her, catching a cold was 


probably the last thing that could happen. Idiots don't catch colds, as they say. 


"Mr. Zenko, let’s let her in," Yukina said, taking Satsuki’s hand. "Look, lyo’s hands are already 
this cold." 


"That’s right, that’s right! Besides, who would want to break into this rundown law office 
anyway? So stop locking the door every time!" 


...Yukina, it was because you spoiled her that this kid got away with everything. 


But since Yukina had taken Satsuki's side, | couldn't keep whining. | decided to unlock the office 
door quickly. 


"Yukina, what's for lunch today?" 

"It’s cold today, so | was thinking of making udon noodles. lyo, do you like those?" 
"Yeah, that’s fine with me." 

Such a conversation was unfolding behind me. 

When did my Yamashika Law Office turn into a school lunchroom? 

¢ 


| received an unexpected phone call just as | finished eating Yukina’s homemade udon and was 
taking a break at my desk. 


"Hello, this is Yamashika Law Office. ...Yes, | have your name here, one moment, I'll transfer 
you to Mr. Yamashika. 


Mr. Zenko, it’s a call for you." 
Yukina said as she handed the receiver to me. 


"Who's calling? If it were Kageno, he’d call my cell phone." 


"It's Mr. Harada." 

"...Harada? Who's that again?" 

"You know, the one who brought the request last week. He was asking you to save Mr. Tsuji." 
"Oh, that guy." 

As | took the receiver, | inwardly tilted my head in confusion. 


Why was he calling now? Maybe he was close with Tsuji and wanted to know how the trial was 
going? 


"Yes, this is Yamashika." 

"Sorry to bother you, it’s Harada from last week." 

"Yes, | remember." 

Satsuki, who was sitting next to me, muttered "liar," but | decided to ignore her. 
"So, what can | do for you today?" 


"| heard that Tsuji has been accused of murder and that the trial started today. | have something 
really important to tell you about that..." 


"Oh?" 
| was desperate for any information related to the case. 
But | couldn't imagine this guy having anything to do with it. What could he possibly tell me? 


"| wasn’t able to attend the trial, so | don’t Know the details, but... do you know who reported the 
incident to the police?" 


That was a strange thing to bring up too. 


The person who reported it to the police. According to what was revealed in today’s court, there 
were two people. One of them was me, but the other was completely unknown. 


"No, | don’t. | believe the prosecution will call them as a witness tomorrow." 


"I’m sorry! The one who reported that incident... was me!" 


"W-What!? What do you mean? How did you... No, why didn’t you say anything until now!" 

"| wanted to tell you as soon as possible! But the prosecutor, someone named Togasaki, 
ordered me to be isolated in a hotel. At least until | testify tomorrow, | was told to avoid as much 
contact with the outside world as possible. So | had my family sneak in a prepaid cell phone, 
and that’s how I’m able to contact you now." 

That damn Togasaki, so that's how he was playing it. 

However, | had suspected that the other person who reported the incident might be the real 
culprit... Unfortunately, | now had to rule out that possibility. This guy apparently knew the victim, 
the president of TreeStruct, but they had only met once or twice, and now that Tsuji has been 
fired from TreeStruct, there shouldn’t be any connection between them anymore. 

"| assume you're going to tell me what happened?" 

"Yes, of course. You know the building where that company, TreeStruct, is located? It’s right in 
the middle of the downtown area. The day before yesterday, | happened to have some business 
nearby. And then, by sheer coincidence, | saw Tsuji coming out of the building. It was really just 


a coincidence. 


But Tsuji seemed really off. He was looking around nervously, like he was scared of being seen 
by someone... 


So | thought he might have been caught up in some trouble again, and | went to their office to 
confront them and tell them to keep him out of it. And then —" 


"You found the body." 

"Yes. | panicked... and the first thing | thought was to call the police to report it." 

This was getting complicated. 

So here’s how it went down: Tsuji was summoned by President Hirano, the victim, and when he 
arrived at the scene, he discovered the body. After foolishly discarding the scarf that was 
wrapped around the victim’s neck, he contacted me. Meanwhile, Harada showed up and found 
the body, then called the police. 

"What happened after that? You were questioned by the police, right?" 


"Yes. | was grilled pretty hard by a scary-looking detective..." 


Harada’s voice was thick with fatigue. He must have been under a lot of pressure. 


"What did you tell them?" 


"W-Well... at first, | intended to keep quiet about seeing Tsuji. He was acting really strange when 
he came out of the building. Not that | think he’s capable of murder, of course. 


But then the detective asked me why | was even in that area. | thought about keeping quiet 
about Tsuji, but it was clear that I’d end up being a suspect if | didn’t say anything... And then 
the detective said this: '| don’t think you’re the killer, but if you want to clear your name 
completely, you need to give a precise answer as to why you were there.’ Even then, | hesitated, 
but he threatened me, saying that if | were arrested for murder, my face would be all over the 
news, and I’d never be able to walk outside again..." 

| see, classic Detective Inaba. 

"| mean, what else could | do!? So | told him. | said | saw a friend acting suspiciously as he 
came out of the building, and because | knew that company had a history with him, | went to 
check on things and found the body... Please believe me, | never thought that just mentioning I'd 
seen Tsuji would lead to his arrest!" 

*_..| see." 

That explained everything. How the bastard Togasaki knew about Tsuji’s involvement so quickly. 
And how the investigation progressed to the point where an arrest warrant was issued less than 
three hours after the incident was discovered. 

"| understand the situation. It’s not entirely your fault." 

"I’m truly sorry... I'll go apologize to Tsuji tomorrow." 

"...90 you’re going to testify tomorrow?" 


"Yes, I’ve been told to, and I’m really sorry... But is there any way | can avoid testifying?" 


"Impossible. You might be able to delay it for a day or two by claiming illness, but that’s just 
stalling. It’s better for you to testify tomorrow." 


"T-Then, what if | just stay silent on the witness stand?" 
"If you do that, you’ll be charged with contempt of court." 
"| don’t mind. It’s all my fault anyway. If it’s for Tsuji’s sake, I'll gladly accept that." 


But the police wouldn't be so lenient. 


"Did you sign any documents after the police questioned you?" 
"What? Yes, | did. A paper that recorded what | said." 


"Then staying silent won’t do any good. The document you signed is a deposition. Even if you 
refuse to speak in court, the prosecution can submit that deposition as your testimony." 


"I-ls that so!? ...What a mess. It looks like | won't be able to help anymore... I’m really sorry." 


"Well, | should thank you for contacting me. At least now | won’t be caught off guard by the 
prosecution." 


"I’m glad you see it that way. I'll see you tomorrow in court." 

"Yeah." 

After hanging up the phone, | scratched my head. 

What to do now? | never expected that bastard Togasaki to be this prepared. 

Letting Harada take the stand like this was extremely inconvenient. Harada claimed he saw 
Tsuji leaving the building where the incident occurred. In a situation like this, there was only one 
thing to do during cross-examination: make it seem like Harada didn’t actually see Tsuji, but 
rather mistook someone else who looked similar. But Harada was Tsuji’s friend, and naturally, 
he knew him well. Claiming it was a case of mistaken identity wasn’t going to be very 
convincing... 

On top of that, if Harada testified, it would almost certainly be established that Tsuji was indeed 
the first person to discover the body. Harada would likely also testify about the trouble between 
Tsuji and TreeStruct. This would establish a motive for murder. 


The biggest problem was that | had absolutely no way to stop that testimony. 


"Hey, Zenko, could you keep your voice down when you’re on the phone? It’s distracting, and | 
can’t concentrate on studying!" 


"...1 don’t care. If you’ve got complaints, then you leave." 
"Boo." 


| had no grounds to argue that Harada was unfit to testify. And with that sharp-eyed Prosecutor 
Togasaki as my opponent, any clumsy tricks would be useless. 


| propped my feet up on the desk and muttered to myself. 
"Well, I’ve got no choice but to pick apart whatever they throw at me..." 
"This crooked lawyer is up to no good again." 


... here was nothing to do until tomorrow’s trial anyway. Maybe I’d just spend the rest of the day 
messing with her studies. 


Chapter 4: Togasaki’s Rhapsody 


December 4th, 10:00 AM, District Courtroom Number 2 


"The court is now in session, presided over by Judge Shudo. All rise!" 
The court clerk’s order echoed through the courtroom. 


The five jurors, the gallery that was about 80% full, and the ever-imposing Prosecutor Togasaki 
— there wasn’t much difference from yesterday’s proceedings. 


If there was any noticeable change, it would probably be the expressions of those of us seated 
at the defense table. 


| had anticipated the developments of today’s trial, so | had been in a somewhat foul mood since 
the morning. Today would undoubtedly proceed at the prosecution’s pace. Although | planned to 
resist as much as possible, even | was highly skeptical of the effectiveness of my efforts. | 
couldn’t hide my displeasure at the thought of having to listen to yet another one of Togasaki’s 
solos. 


Likewise, Tsuji’s expression was also glum. | had already informed Tsuji that Harada would be 
testifying today, and explained how Harada was related to this case. It seemed he didn’t expect 
that his reliable senior would be the one to trigger his own arrest, and he was now visibly 
deflated. 


And, perhaps influenced by the mood of Tsuji and me, even Yukina had a rather somber look on 
her face. 


| couldn’t recall the last time we started a trial with such gloomy expressions. Unlike us, 
however, Prosecutor Togasaki wore the same condescending smirk he had when we first met. 
As | indulged in the unproductive thought of how satisfying it would be to walk over to his seat 
right now and spit in his face, | realized that today was not going to go well. 

As | was thinking that this was a bad sign even before the trial had started... 

"Well then, let’s resume the trial." 

The judge, after taking his seat, first looked around at the jurors. 

"Jurors, | want to extend my heartfelt thanks as the presiding judge for your full attendance once 


again today. Now, since yesterday and up until this morning, has anyone attempted to contact 
you directly or indirectly, or tried to influence you in any way regarding this case?" 


The jurors all shook their heads in unison, though their responses varied slightly in timing. 
"Very well. Prosecutor Togasaki, please call your witness." 

"Understood, Your Honor. The prosecution calls its first witness of the day, Ms. Shizue Yamane." 
It was a name | didn’t recognize. 

The witness who took the stand appeared to be over sixty years old. She would probably be 
offended to hear this, but she looked like a typical old lady... no, more like a grandma. She was 
short and had a considerably bent back. Despite standing in the witness box under the gaze of 
many eyes, she showed no signs of nervousness, likely due to her age and experience. 

| didn’t recognize her name, nor did | recall ever seeing her face. Who was she? 

After the witness took the oath, Togasaki began his questioning. 

"Ms. Yamane, what is your occupation?" 

"Well, I’m mostly a housewife, but | also work part-time as a building cleaner." 

... she spoke in an oddly old-fashioned, almost quaint manner. 

"And where do you work? It’s the Akatsuki Building, where the incident occurred, correct?" 


"Yes, that’s right. My job is to clean there every Sunday." 


"Three days ago, the day of the incident, you were in charge of cleaning the area around 
TreeStruct, located on the second floor of the Akatsuki Building, correct?" 


"Yes, that’s correct." 


| finally understood why this witness had been called. The prosecutor intended to establish 
Tsuji's movements. 


"Please testify about what you saw around 1:30 PM that day." 


"Yes, yes. It’s nothing special, really. That day, as usual, | started cleaning at 1:30, and | saw 
someone in the hallway on the second floor, where it’s usually deserted on Sundays." 


"Is the person you passed by in this courtroom today?" 


Yamane briefly glanced in our direction and nodded. 


"Yes, he is." 
"Who is it? Please point him out." 
"It's the one sitting right there." 


It went without saying who Yamane was pointing at. The jurors, drawn by her gesture, also 
looked at Tsuji. Their gaze now held a clear sense of doubt and suspicion. 


"Let me confirm once more. You saw the defendant around 1:30 PM on December ‘st, the day 
of the incident, on the second floor of the Akatsuki Building, correct?" 


"Yes, that's right. I'm sure of it." 
"What was the defendant’s demeanor like at that time?" 


"Well, how should | put it, he seemed awfully flustered. It was as if he was running away from 
something..." 


"Witness, please limit your testimony to objective facts. Refrain from subjective opinions." 


"Yes, yes, I’m sorry," Yamane said, sounding slightly put out. "I’m not accustomed to this sort of 
thing, you see." 


"That's fine. Let’s try this again. Please describe the defendant’s behavior as objectively as 
possible." 


"He was nervously looking around, and when our eyes met, he quickly looked away and hurried 
off. Is that good enough?" 


"Thank you, that’s sufficient. Defense, you may cross-examine." 


Before beginning the cross-examination, there was something | needed to confirm. | leaned 
over and asked my client, who was shrinking in his seat, in a low voice. 


"Hey, Tsuji, | need to ask you something. Don’t look at me, just answer while staying in that 
position, okay?" 


"Y-Yes, | understand." 


"You were clearly seen running away. Couldn’t you have been more discreet? Well, that aside, if 
you saw someone, why didn’t you tell me?" 


"I-’'m sorry. It was just a brief moment in the hallway, so | didn’t think she’d remember me." 


"| told you not to make assumptions like that. Geez, it’s a good thing we anticipated this 
witness..." 


Tsuji kept muttering, "I’m sorry, I’m sorry," while bowing his head repeatedly. 


There was no point in pressing him further, so | ended the conversation and stood up to begin 
the cross-examination. 


Tsuji hadn’t paid much attention to this witness. In other words, it’s likely that this cleaning lady 
hadn’t paid much attention to the face of the person she passed by either. Testimonies like this 


one were full of potential for doubt. | decided to start by shaking things up a bit. 


"Ms. Yamane. You testified that you saw the defendant while cleaning the building’s hallway 
three days ago, the day of the incident, correct?" 


"Yes, that’s right." 

"I'd like to ask you first, did you only see this one person? Was there anyone else you noticed?" 
"Well, | didn’t see anyone else. | started cleaning around 1:30, and | finished quickly and moved 
on to the third floor, so | can’t really say. | do remember a lot of police officers coming later, 
though." 

Damn, if someone else had passed by, it could have been a clue. 

"Next question. What exactly does your cleaning job involve?" 

"Mopping. My job is to mop the hallways on Sundays when there are fewer people around." 

"| see, mopping..." 

| imagined the scene of this old lady mopping the floor. 

"Ms. Yamane, when you mop, your gaze is usually downward, watching the mop head, correct?" 
"Well, I've never seen anyone mop while looking up." 


A few chuckles came from the gallery. 


"So, you were looking down at the floor while cleaning. In that situation, how did you notice the 
defendant?" 


"Well, it's nothing special. As | said earlier, on Sundays, there aren’t many people above the 
second floor of that building. 


At that time, | was the only one in the hallway. If you hear someone walking, anyone would 
notice." 


"So, let me clarify. You were cleaning the hallway alone when you heard someone walking. You 
looked up and saw the defendant?" 


"Yes, that’s correct." 
| grinned. 


"In other words, Ms. Yamane, you didn’t actually see where this person came from in the 
hallway, did you?" 


"..Well, of course not. How could I?" 

"Exactly. You were looking down while cleaning, so the person you saw in the hallway didn’t 
necessarily come from TreeStruct’s office, where the incident occurred. They could have come 
from another room on the same floor, or maybe someone who worked on the third floor or 
higher happened to come down. It’s also possible that someone who was on the first floor just 


wandered up there by mistake. Isn’t that right?" 


"_..B-But | saw him!" Yamane shouted, pointing at Tsuji. "Yes, that much is certain! | may be old, 
but my eyes are still sharp!" 


"That doesn’t really answer my question... but very well. Now, when you saw this person, can 
you describe the exact positioning between the two of you?" 


"W-What do you mean?" 


"When you were cleaning, was the defendant walking toward you? Or did they walk in the 
opposite direction?" 


"N-No, they were walking toward me. Then, when | noticed them and looked up, they quickly 
turned the corner in a hurry." 


"Interesting. Now, think back. When that person turned the corner, how far away were they from 
you, specifically?" 


"T-There’s no way | could remember that..." 


"You don’t remember!?" | exaggeratedly shrugged my shoulders, raising my voice. "You don’t 
even remember the approximate distance? Yet you’re certain it was the defendant?" 


"...W-Well, when you put it that way..." 

"Even an estimate is fine. Can you recall how far away they were? Was it around five meters?" 
"W-Well, | don't think it was five meters..." 

"Then, was it about ten meters?" 

"W-Well... ’'m not sure of the exact distance..." 

"So, if we organize your testimony, it goes like this: 

You were cleaning the hallway on a typically quiet Sunday. You heard someone walking, so you 
looked up and saw someone who resembled the defendant walking toward you. But that person 
quickly disappeared around the corner?" 

"Y-Yes, that’s correct." 

"So how long did you have to observe this person? How many seconds?" 


"T-There’s no way | could remember that..." 


"Of course not. After all, you were working, and you didn’t have time to waste staring at 
someone, did you?" 


"T-That’s true, but..." 
"You didn’t spend ten or twenty seconds watching that person, did you?" 
"W-Well... maybe not..." 


"So, you only caught a glimpse of this person’s face from about ten meters away? Do you really 
think it’s possible to accurately remember someone's face from such a brief glance?" 


Yamane, like all cornered witnesses, glanced over at Prosecutor Togasaki. But Togasaki 
remained seated, arms crossed, without flinching. Even he couldn’t find anything to criticize this 
time, it seemed. 


"B-But still, that person was acting all suspicious, looking around nervously. And as soon as our 
eyes met, he quickly ran away!" 


"Couldn't it be that the person was simply someone who came to eat at a restaurant on the first 
floor and accidentally ended up on the second floor? And in that case, wouldn’t it be perfectly 
natural for them to look around nervously in an unfamiliar place? If he then encountered 


someone like you, a cleaner, wouldn’t it make sense for them to feel awkward and leave ina 
hurry?" 


Unable to argue back, Yamane stood silently at the witness stand, her mouth agape. 
"That will be all for my questions." 

"Very well. Prosecutor Togasaki, do you have any redirect examination?" 

"Just one." 


Togasaki stood up leisurely. His calm demeanor, showing not the slightest sign of being shaken, 
made me feel a bit uneasy. 


During my cross-examination, | had done everything | could to discredit the witness. If it had 
been Prosecutor Horiuchi or someone like him, he would have probably gone into a frenzy, 
objecting like crazy. But Togasaki just sat there. | wanted to believe it was because he couldn't 
find any fault in my cross-examination, but with this man, | couldn’t afford to be optimistic. 
Maybe he had anticipated my cross-examination all along. 

Togasaki began his redirect. 

"Ms. Yamane, it’s true that you may have only caught a glimpse of the person who resembled 
the defendant. If we ask whether you could definitely recognize the face, it might be difficult. 
However, would you at least remember the color of that person’s clothing?" 


Yamane nodded repeatedly, as if she had just realized something. 


"Ah, yes, | definitely remember what he was wearing. The person was wearing a gray... what do 
you Call it, the kind that’s been popular lately, with a high neck, like a sweatshirt..." 


"Do you mean a fleece?" 


"Yes, that’s it, a fleece. Over that, he had a blue coat with a hood. And he was wearing dull blue 
pants... yes, jeans. | remember it well because he was wearing casual clothes in an office area." 


"Thank you. That will be all." 
"Defense, do you have any recross-examination?" The judge asked. 


Letting this testimony stand uncontested wouldn’t be good. | quickly racked my brain for the best 
response. 


| came to a conclusion. 

"No, nothing further." 

"Understood. The witness may step down." 

This was turning into a rather troublesome situation. | recalled the day three days ago when 
Tsuji visited my office. His outfit was indeed a gray fleece with a blue coat that had a hood. If 
Detective Inaba or Harada testified about this later, all my efforts to discredit the witness would 


be rendered almost meaningless. 


Come to think of it, during Togasaki’s initial questioning, he hadn’t asked anything about 
clothing. Had he anticipated my cross-examination and planned for this? 


If that’s the case, it’s infuriating. | may be a compassionate, humanitarian lawyer, but even | 
couldn't stay silent after being so blatantly mocked. 


"The next witness is Mr. Fumihiro Goto, who also saw the defendant." 
There he goes again. Prosecutors really do follow a pattern. 
"Objection!" 


| slammed my fist down on the desk with all my might. The loud bang reverberated through the 
courtroom, startling those in the gallery. 


"| don’t know who the next witness is, but at this point, it’s impossible to definitively say they saw 
the defendant!" 


Togasaki shot me a glare before turning back to the judge. 
"Your Honor, we are prepared to establish the fact that the witness saw the defendant. While it’s 


true that this fact has not yet been proven, it would be a waste of time to argue over every little 
legal interpretation. | believe such objections should be overruled." 


‘You're still talking? I’m starting to get really angry. This time, | won’t be satisfied unless | hit 
back hard.’ 


| responded without backing down. 


"Your Honor! Prosecutor Togasaki has admitted that it has not yet been proven. No matter what 
kind of sophistry Prosecutor Togasaki comes up with, rules are rules, and they must be 
followed! The prosecutor’s previous statement should be stricken, and my objection should be 
sustained!" 


Togasaki glared at me. 
"Then, would it satisfy you if | said ‘the person who seemed to be the defendant’?" 
| slammed my fist on the desk again. 


"Objection! The prosecution is repeatedly making unnecessary statements in an attempt to plant 
prejudices in the minds of the jury!" 


"Your Honor!" Togasaki shouted, unusually emotional. "It’s the defense that’s recklessly 
objecting, trying to tarnish the image of the prosecution and deliberately dragging out the 
proceedings! Such actions that hinder the progress of the trial clearly constitute contempt of this 
court!" 


"Your Honor! In a trial, all the rights of the defense should be guaranteed! Objections to the 
prosecution’s malicious remarks are a legitimate right of the defense, and to claim contempt of 
court just because these legitimate rights are exercised frequently is nothing more than a 
baseless accusation!" 


"Once again, the defense is deliberately mixing slanderous language into its statements to 
disgrace the prosecution’s image! Since the defense shows no sign of reflecting on their actions, 


| have no choice but to ask for Your Honor’s intervention!" 


"The prosecution’s statement is clearly a diversion of the argument! The defense is merely 
trying to exercise its recognized rights! Despite this, the prosecution —" 


It was at that moment. 


Bang, bang, bang. The gavel was struck with much more force than usual, enough to silence 
the gallery. 


"Can we leave it at that?" 


The tone was polite. But the face was clearly filled with anger, and for a moment, both | and 
even Togasaki were at a loss for words. 


"Debates heating up is a good thing, but the courtroom is a place to calmly pursue the truth, not 
a place to outshout each other." 


Is that so? | didn’t know that. 

"This court has no intention of denying the rights of the defendant. However, this is merely a 
preliminary hearing, and | do not favor endless discussions over grammatical interpretations and 
discrepancies." 


Was he talking to me? 


"On the other hand, | also do not favor the prosecution making statements that could 
unnecessarily provoke such discussions. 


Prosecutor Togasaki, | consider you an excellent prosecutor. Surely you are capable of 
discerning which statements are unnecessary. | would appreciate it if you could exercise a little 
more discretion in the future." 

"_..Understood." 


It was rare to see Togasaki looking so displeased. | suppose this was a draw for both of us. 


"Very well. Let’s resume the proceedings. Prosecutor Togasaki, could you please call the next 
witness again?" 


"The next witness is Mr. Fumihiro Goto." 


Honestly, thanks to Togasaki, we’ve wasted a lot of time. And he had the nerve to talk about 
‘keeping the proceedings smooth,’ what cheek. 


After a long and roundabout entrance, the new witness entered the courtroom. Seeing the man, 
everyone uniformly grimaced to some extent. 


He was probably in his fifties. Short and thin. 


But more than anything, it was his dirty appearance that stood out. His face was darkened, and 
his clothes were far from clean. And there was a faint, unpleasant smell... 


"Witness, please state your name and occupation." 


"Fumihiro Goto. My occupation... well, | guess you could say I’m a day laborer." 


After the oath, Togasaki immediately began his questioning. 


"Mr. Goto, you were in the alley behind the Akatsuki Building around 1:30 PM on December ‘st, 
the day of the incident, correct?" 


"Yes, | was there." 

At that moment, a terrible premonition flashed through my mind. 

Behind the building... What was it that Tsurugi said he did there...? 

"First, let me ask you, why were you in such a place?" 

Goto scratched his head, looking somewhat embarrassed. 

"Well, I’m supposed to be a day laborer by trade, but | don’t have a fixed address. ...To put it 
simply, I’m homeless. But it’s not because | don’t have money, it’s just that renting a place is a 
hassle." 


"So that’s why you were behind the building?" 


"Yes. Just to be clear, | wasn’t rummaging through the trash or anything like that. That area is 
warm because of the nearby buildings..." 


"Witness, please stick to answering the questions you’re asked." 
"Y-Yes, | understand." 


Though Togasaki’s words were polite, his tone was unyielding, and Goto seemed to be cowed 
by it. 


"Very well. Then, shortly after 1:30 PM that day, you saw someone behind the building, didn’t 
you?" 


"Yes, | did. Though it didn’t seem like they noticed me." 
"Please testify about what that person did in front of you." 


"That person had a tense look on their face. And just when | thought something was off, they 
suddenly threw a piece of cloth into the garbage collection area." 


"What kind of cloth was it?" 


"It was a long, fluttering piece of cloth." 

"Your Honor, could you please hand this witness the scarf in Prosecution Exhibit A?" 
"Understood." 

The bailiff brought the scarf, sealed in a plastic bag, to the witness stand. 

"Was that cloth the same as this scarf?" 


"Yes, that’s right. | couldn't see it clearly from a distance, but the color and length are just like 
this one." 


"Thank you. Now, is the person who threw that scarf away in this courtroom?" 

Goto lightly glanced around the courtroom, then grinned, revealing unexpectedly clean teeth. 
"Yes, they’re here." 

"Please point to that person." 

"That person over there." 

| didn’t even feel like looking in the direction Goto pointed. 

"Finally, what was that person wearing?" 

"Objection, Your Honor!" | immediately slammed my fist on the desk. "That question is not fair. 
The previous witness has already described the clothing, and this witness has heard that 
testimony!" 


Togasaki shrugged and replied. 


"There’s no reason why this witness should say the same thing as the previous one. I’m simply 
asking this witness about what they saw. 


Moreover, the defense has been arguing that the person identified by a previous witness isn’t 
necessarily the defendant. In that case, there’s nothing inappropriate about questioning the 
clothing of a person whose identity hasn’t been confirmed, is there?" 


"So, does that mean —" | began, trying to suppress my anger. "The prosecution admits that this 
person was not the defendant?" 


"That’s quite a leap in logic. In a preliminary hearing, our job is merely to present evidence, and 
neither you nor | are supposed to assert anything, are we?" 


"You certainly have a way with words, Prosecutor Togasaki. However, no matter how much you 
spin your plausible arguments, | trust the jury will understand the truth." 


"That's quite a coincidence, Defense Attorney Yamashika. | believe that as well." 


Sharp gazes crossed in the center of the courtroom. It was almost as if you could hear the 
crackling sound. 


Perhaps intimidated by us, the audience and jury were watching the situation unfold, forgetting 
even us. 


The only exception was the judge. 


"Since the prosecution is adhering to proper procedure, the defense's objection should be 
overruled. Witness, please answer the question." 


Togasaki grinned as if he had been waiting for this and turned his gaze toward Goto, urging him 
to testify. 


"Please answer. What was the person you saw wearing?" 
"W-Well. They were wearing a blue coat and jeans." 
"Defense, proceed with your cross-examination." 

"...No questions." 


This trial was going to be tough — an extremely pessimistic thought, something | hadn't felt 
recently, crossed my mind. 


But in the end, | will have the last laugh. Just you wait, Togasaki. 

"Well then, Prosecutor Togasaki, the next witness, please." 

At the judge’s words, Togasaki turned his gaze to me, curling his lips into a smirk. 
That expression said it all: ‘You'll be shocked when you see the next witness.’ 


"The next witness is Mr. Akiyoshi Harada." 


Sitting beside me, Tsuji’s expression grew even more deeply troubled. 
It was a real relief that Harada had contacted me in advance. If | hadn’t known that Harada was 
going to appear, | don’t know how | would have reacted. As expected, Togasaki seemed a bit 


puzzled, probably wondering why | wasn’t more surprised. 


Well, in the first place, if Harada hadn’t unnecessarily taken it upon himself to enter that building, 
we wouldn’t have ended up in such a complicated situation. 


"First, please testify about your relationship with the defendant." 
"...1 don’t want to answer." 
Harada pursed his lips tightly and glared at Togasaki. 


"| will warn the witness," the judge said. "You have been summoned as a witness and are 
standing there now. Given that, you cannot refuse to testify without a valid reason." 


After hesitating for a moment and glancing apologetically in our direction, Harada reluctantly 
opened his mouth. 


"In high school, we were in the same club. He was a year below me." 
"You were fairly close to the defendant, weren’t you?" 

"Yes, | suppose you could say that." 

"You know the defendant well, don’t you?" 

"Yes." 


"Now, around 1:30 PM on December 1st, the day of the incident, you made an emergency call 
to the police, didn’t you?" 


Harada fell silent again. 
Seeing this, the judge shrugged. 


"| will warn the witness again. You cannot refuse to testify without a valid reason. If you continue 
this attitude, this court will have to consider charging you with contempt." 


"Is that a threat?" 

Harada’s combative words prompted the judge to sigh before replying. 

"What benefit do you think | would gain from threatening you? | simply want to proceed with the 
trial smoothly, according to the rules. Let this be the final warning. You cannot refuse to testify 
without a valid reason. If you still refuse, this court will have no choice but to charge you with 
contempt —" 

"Alright, | admit it!" Harada spat out. "| did make the emergency call on that day!" 


"_..Very well. Prosecutor Togasaki, please continue." 


"Thank you, Your Honor. Next... During that call, you stated that you had found a dead body in 
the president's office of a company called TreeStruct, correct?" 


"VS: 


There was a slight stir among the spectators. Togasaki waited patiently for the murmurs to 
subside before continuing. 


"Afterward, you were questioned by the police about the circumstances surrounding your 
discovery of the victim, correct?" 


"Yes, that's right." 


Togasaki picked up a stack of papers, walked over to the witness stand, and handed them to 
Harada. 


"Do you know what these are?" 
"... hey appear to be my witness statement." 


"Correct. Now, a statement usually has the signatory’s name and the date it was written. Could 
you read out the name of the signatory and the date written on that document?" 


Harada irritably pushed the statement back. 

"Why don’t you just read it yourself?" 

"Witness," the judge said in a cautionary tone. "This court does not have the authority to force 
you to read out the statement. However, the prosecution is asking you to read it to maintain 


fairness. | don’t know what feelings you may have toward this case or the defendant, but it 
would be best if you read it yourself." 


It was a calm and logical persuasion, typical of the judge. I’d have liked to offer Harada some 
backup, but neither Togasaki nor the judge were doing anything improper, so there was no room 
for me to intervene at this point. 


Harada sighed deeply and picked up the statement. 
"My name is written here. The date is December 1st." 


"Mr. Harada, could you read through this document and confirm that it was written based on 
your statement?" 


Harada, looking displeased, skimmed through the statement page by page before finally 
speaking. 


"Yes, it seems so." 
"Very well. Then, the statement says this, doesn’t it? 


Around 1:30 PM on December ‘1st, you went near the Akatsuki Building for personal reasons, 
where the incident occurred, and happened to see your acquaintance Takeshi Tsuji — the 
defendant — coming out of the building. At that time, the defendant visibly appeared unsettled, 
as if he was frightened by something. Knowing that the defendant had recently been involved in 
a dispute with a company called Tree Structure, which was located in that building, you became 
concerned and decided to investigate. 


Then, you found a dead body in the president's office and called the police — correct?" 


"T-That’s true, but you guys threatened me to write that! You said that if | didn’t clarify the 
situation, | might be suspected!" 


Harada grew agitated. His outburst was so intense that several spectators shrank back in their 
seats, but unfortunately, Togasaki wasn’t the type to be swayed by something like that. 


"Let me remind you once more. You are only allowed to answer the questions asked. Any 
unnecessary statements will not be recorded, and if they go too far, they may lead to charges of 


contempt. Please be careful," said the judge. 


"Now, let me continue with the questioning. In that statement, you said that at the time, the 
defendant was wearing a gray fleece with a blue hooded coat and jeans, correct?" 


"...Yes, that’s right." 


"Good. Lastly, after you finished giving your statement and confirmed that there were no errors 
in the police officer’s written report, you signed it, didn’t you?" 


"Yes, | did!" 

"That's all for the questions. Defense, cross-examine the witness." 

Cross-examination. Now, what should | do? 

| slowly rose to my feet, buying myself a few precious seconds to think. 

A witness who was extremely close to the defendant, giving an eyewitness testimony — there 
was almost no way he could have mistaken him. It was damning. No matter how | tried to twist 
this, it wasn't going to work. 


"| have no cross-examination." 


After the judge told him, "The witness may step down," Harada left the witness stand, looking 
deeply apologetic. 


The judge glanced at his wristwatch. 


"Well... it's already past noon. Prosecutor Togasaki, if it’s alright with you, I'd like to adjourn 
today’s proceedings here." 


We had only called three witnesses, and it was already this late. 


‘Really, it’s all because that bastard Togasaki wasted so much time with unnecessary 
arguments,’ | thought, conveniently ignoring my own part in the delay. 


"Your Honor," Togasaki said, unusually formal. "The prosecution only has one more witness 
scheduled. Rather than pushing this last examination to tomorrow and dragging out the trial, | 
believe it would be less burdensome for the jury and allow us to conclude the trial quickly if we 
finish the examination today." 


He probably intended to press on while the impact of Harada’s testimony was still fresh. | could 
see his strategy clearly, but unfortunately, | had no grounds to object. 


The judge didn't seem particularly pleased with Togasaki's suggestion, but perhaps he couldn't 
find a reason to dismiss it, and eventually, he gave a small nod. 


"...Very well. Proceed." 


"Thank you. The prosecution would now like to call its final witness, Mr. Yoichi Fujioka, who was 
the vice president of the company that the victim ran." 


| faintly recognized the man who took the witness stand. He was the one who dealt with me 
when | barged into — no, when | entered the company. 


"Please state your occupation and your relationship with the victim." 


"Yes. | was the vice president of TreeStruct Corporation. The deceased and | were college 
classmates who studied business administration together. 


Because of that connection, when he was starting TreeStruct, he asked me to join as the vice 
president to help him." 


"The defendant was employed at your company, correct?" 
"Yes." 

"In other words, the defendant was fired, correct?" 

"Yes. Tsuji was dismissed as of November 29th." 

"And why was that?" 


"A person claiming to be a lawyer barged into our company and demanded that we sever all ties 
with Tsuji. See, he's sitting right over there." 


Fujioka pointed — at me. The entire gallery’s gaze stabbed into me as if | were some kind of 
rare beast. 


"Oh, so it was you, Attorney Yamashika. And why did you try to sever the ties between the 
defendant and his company?" 


| slammed my hand on the desk and stood up. 
"Objection! This has no relevance to the case!" 
"Then let me rephrase. Mr. Fujioka, please testify about the nature of your company’s business." 


| slammed my hand on the desk and stood up again. 


"Objection! The business activities of the company where the victim worked have no relevance 
to this case!" 


"Your Honor, understanding the true nature of this company is essential to establishing the 
defendant's motive." 


"| see. The objection should be overruled for now." 
| couldn’t help but long for Prosecutor Horiuchi, who usually sat in Togasaki's seat. 


Oh, Prosecutor Horiuchi, why couldn’t you be the one | was up against? If it were you, | wouldn’t 
be having such a hard time with all these objections. 


"Please answer the question." 


"Understood. Our company mainly provided support for young entrepreneurs — that is, we 
assisted in the establishment of new businesses. 


However... that was just the official story. In reality, we were engaged in less respectable 
practices, such as selling overpriced educational materials and charging high fees for seminars 
that promoted the greatness of our company." 


The courtroom buzzed slightly. 


"You mentioned high-priced educational materials and seminar fees. How much were you 
charging, specifically?" 


"Yes. First, we would target young people who likely weren’t very worldly and persuade them to 
join our company as members. The membership fee was 75 dollars per month, and members 
could attend our monthly seminars for 150 dollars, as well as purchase various educational 
materials on a priority basis. 


These educational materials were supposed to provide knowledge about social systems and tax 
laws necessary for starting a business, and they came as a set of textbooks and videos... but 
the price was 350 dollars." 

The courtroom buzzed even louder than before. 

"So, is this correct? Your company, TreeStruct, recruited young people as members and 
charged them large sums of money under the guise of membership and educational material 


fees?" 


"Yes, that’s exactly right. Moreover, we also had a system where if a member recruited another 
member, they would receive a special bonus." 


"Isn’t that what’s commonly known as a pyramid scheme?" 


"Yes, that’s right. While our company did genuinely support startups in its early days, the 
economic downturn made it impossible to secure funds... So, to save our dozens of employees, 
the management team resorted to desperate measures." 


He was trying to appear remorseful, but that kind of act didn’t work on me. 
Most likely, he had already struck a deal with the prosecution. 


With the company’s president dead under such circumstances, TreeStruct's business practices 
would inevitably come under scrutiny. If he revealed the company's true nature, perhaps he was 
promised leniency regarding his criminal liability — Togasaki probably told him something along 
those lines. After all, with the president, the highest authority, gone, the next in line to take the 
fall would undoubtedly be this vice president. 


"Then, please testify about how the defendant came to be employed by your company." 
"Yes. We primarily recruited new members through advertising in magazines and on the 
internet, as well as through street solicitation. He was recruited on the street and attended one 


of our seminars. 


He seemed to really like our company’s philosophy, eagerly bought the expensive educational 
materials, and even introduced several of his friends to us. 


As a result, the president took a liking to him and decided to hire him as an employee. It was 
quite unusual for us to hire someone under such circumstances, so when people heard he was 
joining the company, they all said, ‘We've got ourselves a useful fool.” 

The courtroom erupted in murmurs so loud that the judge had to call for order. 

This testimony came from the vice president of a company | knew well. Hearing this shocking 
truth, | couldn’t help but feel tempted to glance at Tsuji next to me to see what kind of 
expression he had. But here in the presence of the jury, | had to maintain an expression that 
said, '| expected this testimony, bring it on.' | pretended to quietly observe the proceedings. 
"And then one day, Attorney Yamashika came to your company, correct?" 

"Yes, he said he was hired by one of Tsuji’s friends. He knew that our company was involved in 
unethical recruiting practices and pyramid scheme-like activities. He threatened us, saying that 
if we didn’t sever ties with Tsuji immediately, he would sue us. So the president agreed." 


"| see. As a result, the defendant was suddenly notified of his dismissal?" 


"Yes, that’s right." 


"If that’s the case, the defendant must hold quite a grudge against the company, wouldn’t you 
say?" 


"Objection!" 

| slammed my hand on the desk. 

"This question is leading the witness and calls for speculation!" 

"Objection sustained." 

However, Togasaki didn’t seem to be bothered at all. 

"Then, my next question. You saw the defendant at the company almost every day, didn’t you?" 
"Yes. We had fewer than thirty employees, and the company wasn’t very large." 

Togasaki picked up the scarf. 

"Do you recognize this scarf?" 

"Yes, | do. It's something Tsuji started using about half a month ago." 


Having completed the necessary questioning without any hiccups, Togasaki nodded in 
satisfaction. "No further questions." 


"Defense, do you have any cross-examination?" 


Of course | did. When someone close to the victim took the stand, there was only one thing for 
me to do. 


"Just a couple of questions. First, Mr. Fujioka, did you harbor any resentment toward the 
victim?" 


Fujioka’s face flushed. Whether it was due to embarrassment or anger, | couldn't tell. 


"W-Why would you think that? The president made me the vice president, you know. | feel 
indebted to him, not resentful!" 


"However, your company was involved in a pyramid scheme... in other words, illegal activities, 
correct?" 


"W-Well, yes, that’s true." 


"In that case, you were made complicit in a crime. Isn’t it possible that you might have held 
some resentment toward the victim for that?" 


"I-| certainly opposed conducting business in that direction. But as | mentioned earlier, we had 
no choice but to do so in order to protect the company and its dozens of employees! | 


understood that, which is why | supported the president and continued working until now!" 


"But as a result, you ended up selling useless educational materials and swindling young people 
out of their hard-earned money, correct?" 


"Yes, | can’t deny that there were issues with our business methods and pricing. However, | 
don’t believe that our educational materials and seminars were entirely useless, and | never 


forced anyone to buy our products or attend the seminars. It was all the result of their free will." 


"So you're saying that as long as it was their choice, your conscience remains clear even after 
selling overpriced materials, regardless of the price?" 


"Objection!" 

Togasaki stood up. 

"The defense attorney’s question is clearly an attempt to entrap the witness." 

"Objection sustained." 

"Then let me rephrase the question. Please recall the time when | visited your company. On that 
day, | was solicited on the street and invited to your company. And even though | made it clear 
that | wanted to leave, you persisted in your sales pitch." 

"Y-Yes, that’s true." 

"Are you aware that such actions are illegal?" 

"Y-Yes." 

"Despite engaging in such illegal and aggressive sales tactics, are you still going to claim that it 
was all the result of the young people's free will when they bought your overpriced educational 


materials?" 


"I’m not denying that there were some issues with our sales methods. A-And I’m not trying to 
evade responsibility for that either." 


The human mouth is a truly convenient thing. It can say anything without revealing a shred of 
one's true feelings. 


"You were the vice president of the company, correct?" 

"Yes, that’s right." 

"Now that the president of the company is deceased, who will take over his position?" 

"Ah, | see. You think that I, as vice president, will take over Mr. Hirano’s position as president? 
Unfortunately, that’s unlikely. Although our company is structured as a corporation, the majority 
of the shares were owned by the president. Now that he’s deceased, all those shares will be 


inherited by his family, and it’s up to them to appoint the next president." 


"However, it’s quite possible that the deceased's family, who may not be familiar with the 
company, could appoint you as the next president, isn’t it?" 


"|-| don’t even know the deceased’s family members, and conversely, isn’t it also quite possible 
that someone other than me could be appointed as president? It’s true that I’m familiar with the 
company, but | can still contribute to its management sufficiently in my current position as vice 
president without specifically being made president." 


"That's not answering the question. Let me ask you again: Isn't it possible that the deceased’s 
family might appoint you as the next president? Please answer with yes or no." 


"Y-Your Honor, isn’t this a leading question?" 
Fujioka turned a pitiful expression toward the judge. 


"Indeed, it is. However, leading questions are permissible in cross-examination. As the defense 
stated, you must answer with yes or no." 


"Y-Yes." 
"No further questions." 


Well, I'd give myself an eighty out of a hundred for that. If push came to shove, | think | had laid 
enough groundwork to pin the crime on this guy. 


"Very well. So, the prosecution has now completed its case, correct?" 


"Yes, that’s correct. We believe we have presented sufficient evidence to conclude that the 
defendant committed the crime." 


"Then tomorrow, we shall proceed with the defense’s case. That concludes today’s proceedings. 
Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, thank you for your efforts." 


As usual, the judge gave his customary instructions to the jury and then declared a recess in the 
trial. 


When today’s proceedings ended and the courtroom began to fill with noise, | quickly 
approached Kageno, who had been sitting in the gallery. 


"Kageno, I’ve got work for you." 

"| Know. You want me to dig up dirt on every witness who testified today, right?" 

"Yeah, that’s right. That old lady, Yamane, who claimed she was just cleaning, might have had 
the opportunity to kill Hirano. And there’s also the possibility that Goto, the homeless guy, might 
have been driven to his current state by that company. And don’t forget the victim’s family. 
Inheriting even a small portion of the estate could be a strong motive." 

"Oh, didn’t | already tell you? The victim’s family is clean." 

"...Hey. | didn’t hear that. What do you mean?" 

"My bad. Even though the police didn’t have any information, | didn’t forget to check out the 
relatives who would inherit the estate. Seiichiro Hirano had three children, but it seems they 
weren't on good terms with their father. At the very least, none of them seemed to be after his 
money, and besides, they all had alibis. They’re definitely in the clear." 

"Damn, nothing we can do about that. But the most suspicious one is still that Fujioka, the vice 
president. As far as | can tell, he’s the one who stands to gain the most from Hirano’s death. So 
dig up every bit of dirt you can on him." 


"You were raised to always assume the worst of people, weren't you?" 


"Hey, I’m a criminal defense lawyer, you know? | was taught that human nature is evil, and 
anything good in it is a lie." 


"Coming from you, that's not funny at all. Fine, I'll look into it. Just give me until tonight." 
"Yeah, I’m counting on you." 


With a casual "Sure thing," Kageno shoved his hands into his pockets and leisurely left the 
courtroom. 


December 4th, 7:55 PM Yamashika Law Office 


While sipping tea, | muttered for the fifth time today. 

"...He’s late." 

It was already past midnight. Satsuki had left early, saying she needed to study for her final 
exams tomorrow. The only ones left in the office were Yukina and me — a rather delightful 
situation — except | had no time to make a move as | had to be ready to hear Kageno’s findings 


and prepare for tomorrow’s trial. 


Sure, investigating several people in half a day wasn’t an easy task, but couldn’t he at least 
send me a quick update? 


"Come on now, Mr. Zenko. I’m sure Mr. Kageno is just taking his time because he’s being 
thorough with his work," Yukina said. 


That was a very typical optimistic view from Yukina, but — 

"| hope so..." 

Having known Kageno’s lazy habits for a long time, | couldn’t be too optimistic. 
"Do you want another cup of tea?" 


"Yeah, please." 


Finally, Kageno arrived at my office just as | was finishing my second cup of tea after dinner, my 
patience wearing thin. 


"You're late. Don’t make your employer wait this long." 
Kageno plopped down heavily on the sofa. 


"You've got some nerve, working me to the bone for such a small fee. Besides, | haven't even 
eaten yet — I’ve been running around the entire time." 


"Kageno, | saved you some dinner," Yukina said. "I'll heat it up for you right away." 
"Thanks, you're a lifesaver." 


Yukina was too good for this world. This guy would probably be perfectly content surviving on 
scraps even after the apocalypse. 


"So, what did you find?" 

"ve got good news for a change." 

"...0h?" 

That was indeed rare. Ever since this case started, all | had heard was bad news. 


"Let’s start with the conclusion. That vice president, Fujioka, is suspicious, and the others are 
probably all in the clear." 


"Oh?" 

"Other than Fujioka... let's see, there was Yamane, the one who was cleaning, and Goto, the 
homeless guy. None of them had any connection with the victim, and there didn’t seem to be 
any sign that they had suffered any harm, either directly or indirectly. Even Goto didn’t seem to 
be hurting for money." 

"So, what about this Fujioka guy?" 


"Hold on a minute." 


Kageno raised one hand to stop me. While | was wondering why on earth he was saying "hold 
on" at this point, Kageno spoke nonchalantly. 


"It's dinner time." 
| saw Yukina, wearing an apron, bringing in dinner on a tray. 
".,.Can't that wait?" 


"Sorry, but if | don’t eat right now, | might starve to death before | can give you the valuable 
information | have. It's gotten to the point where even moving my tongue is a struggle." 


Soon, the table in front of the sofa was filled with rice, miso soup, meat and potatoes, and 
simmered vegetables. 


"Here you go. | just heated it up in the microwave, so the taste might be a little off." 


"If it's food you made, Yuki, it won’t lose its taste that easily." 


With that, Kageyama started shoveling food into his mouth without even a word of thanks. 

He ate like a wild animal. There was no way he could properly savor Yukina’s carefully prepared 
meal like that. | knew he was an ill-mannered brute, but his shamelessness was beyond 
redemption. No one in their right mind would consider hiring such a detective. He should be 
grateful that | put up with him. 

While | was thinking such things, Kageno had already finished about eighty percent of his meal. 
"Hey. Your stomach should be somewhat full by now. You can talk while you eat." 

"How impatient. I’ve been running around all day. Let me at least enjoy my meal." 


"| need to hear your information and figure out what to do tomorrow." 


"Alright, alright, I'll tell you. That vice president of the company... Yoichi Fujioka. He’s got a lot of 
debt. | don’t know the exact amount, but it’s said to be over 70 thousand dollars." 


"That's certainly intriguing. What’s the reason for the debt? Gambling?" 


"Well, it’s sort of a family thing. Apparently, he’s into investing as a hobby. He seems to have 
borrowed money from the bank, using some relative’s land as collateral." 


"Hmm." 

That was interesting. 

"Also, | found out a bit more about that empty safe found at the crime scene. According to the 
person in charge of finances, there was indeed cash in it. They say there was around 200 
thousand dollars in it." 

"T-Two hundred thousand!? Wasn’t it supposed to be in the tens of thousands?" 

"Who knows? Apparently, Hirano told the finance officer that he was about to make a big deal 
soon. But as far as | could find out, there didn’t seem to be any sign of a transaction that would 


require such a large amount of cash." 


"So, this time, of all times, there just happened to be that much money in the safe when the 
incident occurred?" 


"Well, that’s about right. And to add to that, the police are apparently investigating the possibility 
of it being a theft. But since there was no sign of theft from the prime suspect, Tsuji, they seem 
to be at a standstill. 


Oh, and | almost forgot to mention the biggest piece of good news. | told you earlier that Fujioka 
had debt, but it turns out he’s already paid it all off." 


"...When did that happen?" 

"December 2nd... in other words, the day after the incident." 

"You should have said that sooner!" 

This guy is the perfect candidate for a suspect. 

No, he might be more than just a candidate. The president of a certain company dies, and a 
large amount of money that should have been in the safe is stolen. Then the very next day, the 
vice president, who had been struggling with finances, suddenly pays off all his debt... Nothing 
could be more suspicious. This might be decisive. 

"But it’s strange. If he had such an obviously suspicious background, there’s no way that 
Togasaki wouldn’t have noticed. But the fact that he's still a free man means... does he have an 
alibi?" 

"| dunno. From what I’ve heard, Fujioka was at home on the day of the incident. But since he 
lives alone, that wouldn’t serve as an alibi. Maybe they didn’t notice because the suspect was 
caught so quickly." 

"That's not something I’d expect from Togasaki." 

"Well, for now, all we can do is treat Fujioka as the culprit, right?" 


Kageno said this while finishing his miso soup. 


"Yeah, that’s right. Here’s the likely truth. | don’t know all the details, but on the day of the 
incident, Hirano and Fujioka most likely met before Tsuji arrived at the scene." 


"Oh, | see," Yukina, who had returned at some point, chimed in. "So you're saying there was 
some kind of altercation between them?" 


"Exactly. And Fujioka probably ended up killing Hirano. Then Tsuji just happened to show up... 
and the rest is history." 


"But, Yamashika, with that theory, there’s one problem. What about the estimated time of 
death?" 


"That's right. Dr. Eboshi confidently stated that the estimated time of death was within ten 
minutes before or after 1:30 PM. And Tsuji arrived at the scene at 1:30, right? If the incident 
happened before that... wouldn't the timing be a bit off?" 


| grinned. 


"Fudging the time by thirty minutes is easy." 


Chapter 5: Peeping Tom 


December 5th, 9:56 AM, District Courtroom No. 1 


A few minutes before the trial began. 


The key figure for the defense was undoubtedly Yoichi Fujioka. | was reviewing the investigation 
report on Fujioka that | received from Kageno, hoping it might help with the questioning. It was 
quite an intriguing read. 


Yoichi Fujioka. Born in 1944. Apparently, he’s single. He studied business administration at a 
second-rate university and then got a job at an electronics manufacturer. However, the company 
eventually went bankrupt, and he lost his job. 


What happened after that was remarkable. He sold health equipment, self- defense goods, 
health food products, and so on... Some of his ventures failed, but more of them succeeded. 
However, all the profits were invested in stocks, and he ended up losing everything due to the 
collapse of the bubble economy. His life was like a game of Snakes and Ladders. Well, it was 
clear that he gained a lot of experience in management, so it wasn't hard to imagine why the 
victim, President Hirano, approached him. 


"Mr. Zenko, it’s starting." 


Yukina called out to me, snapping me out of my absorption in another man's life story. Before | 
realized it, the court officer had given the signal, and the people in the courtroom were standing 
to greet the judge. | hurriedly stood up too. 


The judge entered the courtroom, and today’s proceedings began. 
"Now, shall we begin the examination of the defense's witnesses?" 
"Yes, Your Honor. First, | would like to question Dr. Eboshi, who conducted the autopsy." 


Alright, first, | needed to challenge the estimated time of death. Tsuji arrived at the scene at 1:30 
PM. This had been almost fully corroborated by several witnesses. And Dr. Eboshi’s estimated 
time of death was also around 1:30 PM. The margin of error was supposedly within ten 
minutes... 


If my thinking was correct, Hirano was killed by Fujioka before 1:30 PM, when Tsuji arrived at 
the scene. However, neither Tsuji nor the cleaning lady, old Mrs. Yamane, saw Fujioka. 
Considering the time it would take to rummage through the safe, the crime must have occurred 
around 1:00 PM, thirty minutes earlier. 


As soon as Dr. Eboshi took the stand, | quickly began the cross-examination. 


"First, let’s recall your testimony from the other day. You testified that the estimated time of 
death for the victim was around 1:30 PM on December ‘st, correct?" 


"Yeh, | did." 


"And as the basis for that estimate, you testified about the rigor mortis and the rectal 
temperature of the victim, correct?" 


"Yeh, that’s correct." 

"You conducted the autopsy at 3:30 PM. Additionally, rigor mortis typically begins about two 
hours after death, and when you examined the victim, signs of it had already appeared. 
Similarly, the rectal temperature also supported the conclusion that the victim had died two 
hours earlier. Is that correct?" 


"Yeh, that’s right." 


"And these estimates were calculated on the assumption that the room temperature was ten 
degrees Celsius, correct?" 


"Yeh." 


"So, when estimating the time of death based on rigor mortis and rectal temperature, any 
difference in the surrounding temperature could lead to a different result, correct?" 


"Yeh, that’s correct." 


"So, for instance, if the room temperature was actually higher than ten degrees Celsius, the 
estimated time of death would naturally change, wouldn't it?" 


"No, | was informed that the room temperature was ten degrees." 

"Did you personally measure the temperature?" 

Dr. White Piggy’s expression stiffened. 

"N-No, | was informed of that." 

"| see. So, you estimated the time of death based on second-hand information, is that correct?" 


"N-No, but it was a reliable report." 


"Dr. Eboshi, you only need to answer my questions. There’s no need to respond to things | 
haven't asked. Did | ask whether the report was reliable? Let me ask again. Did you estimate 
the time of death based on second-hand information?" 

"Your Honor, | object!" 


Togasaki stood up abruptly. 


"If the defense insists on nitpicking to this extent, then | suggest we have this witness step down 
and call the officer who measured the room temperature." 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, there’s no need to go that far. | merely wanted to establish that Dr. Eboshi 
estimated the time of death based on second- hand information." 


Togasaki said nothing and sat back down. 

"Now, for my next question. Let’s assume that the room temperature measured by the 
prosecution was indeed ten degrees. Even so, isn’t it still impossible to accurately estimate the 
time of death from that data?" 

"W-What do you mean!?" 

"Do you know what the room temperature was at the time of the victim’s death?" 


"L-Like | said, the room temperature was ten degrees!" 


"That was the temperature measured after the investigators arrived at the scene. I’m asking 
about the temperature at the time of the victim’s death." 


"H-How could | possibly know that? But the windows in that room were closed, so | don’t think 
the temperature would have changed so drastically." 


"But you didn’t actually see the state of the room when the victim was killed, did you?" 
Dr. White Piggy flinched as if he had been shocked by electricity. 
"T-That’s true, but..." 


"So, naturally, you can’t prove that the windows were closed when the victim was killed, can 
you?" 


"W-Well, no, | suppose not." 


"Alright, then. Next, even if the temperature at the time of death was ten degrees, the Akatsuki 
Building, where the incident occurred, is in the heart of a bustling city, surrounded by many other 
buildings. Isn’t that right?" 

"Yeh, that’s correct, but..." 

"Then, isn’t it possible that sunlight could have reflected off the windows of one of the nearby 
buildings and shone on the victim? In such a case, the room temperature might not rise, but the 
temperature around the victim could increase, wouldn't it?" 

"Objection!" 

Togasaki stood up swiftly. 


"The defense is merely speculating without any basis." 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, if you claim it’s baseless, does that mean you've investigated whether 
sunlight could have reflected into the room at the scene?" 


Togasaki looked surprised and then silently sat down. Serves him right. 
"It seems | have no choice but to overrule the objection. Witness, please answer the question." 
Dr. Eboshi glanced fearfully at Togasaki before responding. 


"B-But around 1:00 PM, the sun should be almost directly overhead. | think the likelihood of 
such a scenario is extremely low..." 


"Then, what if the air conditioner in the room malfunctioned temporarily when the victim was 
killed? Or what if the victim had a fever at the time, causing their body temperature to be higher 
than usual? Can you rule out all these possibilities?" 

"I-I think that’s an extremely far-fetched way of looking at things, but..." 

"But you can’t deny these possibilities, can you?" 


"W-Well, that would be difficult..." 


"Alright. So, under such circumstances, the estimated time of death would naturally be subject 
to change, wouldn't it?" 


"W-Well, yeh, there might be some margin of error. But | don’t think it would be off by that 
much..." 


"Then, what about the rectal temperature? For example, if the temperature around the body was 
higher, wouldn’t that make it harder for the rectal temperature to decrease?" 


"E-Exactly." 


"So, if the temperature around the body was higher than what you had assumed, it’s possible 
that the estimated time of death could be earlier than 1:30 PM, correct?" 


"Yeh, that's correct." 
Dr. White Piggy conceded, his shoulders slumping in defeat. 


"In other words, while you were almost certain that the estimated time of death was around 1:30 
PM, the possibility that it was earlier cannot be ruled out, correct?" 


"W-Well, yeh, that’s correct..." 
"How much of a margin of error do you think there is?" 


"E-Even if the circumstances were as you suggested, I’d say the margin would be at most about 
thirty minutes." 


"In that case, while the prosecution seems to have established that the defendant was seen 
near the crime scene at 1:30 PM, it’s also entirely possible that the crime was committed before 
the defendant arrived, correct?" 

"I-| wouldn’t know about that. | only examined the body and am testifying based on the results." 
"But it’s certain that there could be a margin of error in the estimated time of death, right?" 


"Y-Yeh, well..." 


"Thank you, that's all | needed to know. Now, just one last question. You’ve been quite adamant 
that the estimated time of death was within ten minutes before or after 1:30 PM. Why is that?" 


"W-Well, that was merely an estimate based on the evidence." 


"But you just admitted that a margin of error of nearly thirty minutes is entirely possible, didn't 
you?" 


"Y-Yeh, well..." 


"Despite that, you stubbornly insisted that the estimated time of death was 1:30 PM. Dr. Eboshi, 
were you perhaps directed by Prosecutor Togasaki to make that claim?" 


"| object, Your Honor!" 

Togasaki stood up, but before he could start spouting off, | appealed to the judge. 

"Your Honor, this is a crucial question to uncover any potential bias in the witness." 

"Objection overruled. Witness, please answer the question." 

Togasaki returned to his seat with a blank expression. Take that. 

"N-No, | wasn’t particularly instructed to claim that the time of death was 1:30 PM. Uh, | was 
merely asked by Prosecutor Togasaki if it was possible that the death occurred around 1:30 PM, 
and when | said it was, he just instructed me to emphasize that point during the trial." 


"Thank you, no further questions." 


How about that, Togasaki? As | sat down, | felt the respectful gazes of Yukina and the jurors on 
me. 


"Does the prosecution wish to cross-examine?" 
"No, Your Honor." 
Togasaki replied, still expressionless. Now, it’s time to start the counterattack. 


"The defense’s next witness is Yoichi Fujioka, who served as vice president at the victim’s 
company." 


Fujioka eventually shuffled to the witness stand. The judge granted permission to begin 
questioning, and | immediately got to work. 


"Now then, Mr. Fujioka. Our investigation has revealed that you were carrying a substantial 
amount of debt, correct?" 


Fujioka looked like a pigeon hit by a bean cannon. For some reason, he turned to the judge 
instead of me. 


"Y-Your Honor, isn’t this kind of questioning not allowed? T-This clearly involves privacy, and | 
don’t see how it’s related to the case..." 


"Hmm. Defense attorney, what do you say?" 

"lll rephrase the question to show its relevance to the case. 

Mr. Fujioka, you’re aware that the safe at the crime scene was found empty, correct?" 
"Y-Yes." 


"| heard from your company’s finance officer that on the day of the incident, there was 200 
thousand dollars in cash in that safe, correct?" 


At the mention of that amount, a slight ripple went through the courtroom. 

"W-Well, yes, | suppose." 

"You had a debt exceeding 70 thousand dollars, didn’t you?" 

"_..Yes, that’s true." 

Apparently realizing he couldn’t dodge this one, Fujioka answered with a sullen look. 


"However, on the day after the incident — December 2nd — you suddenly paid off all your debt, 
didn’t you?" 


The murmurs from the gallery grew louder. 

".,.What are you implying?" 

"Oh, you want me to spell it out for you?" 

"W-Wait a minute! Are you suggesting that | stole the money from the safe to pay off my debt!? 
That’s not true! | just happened to repay my debt on the day after the incident because that was 
the due date! I’m a legitimate businessman; sometimes | need to borrow money, but | also have 


savings that I’ve built up over time! I’ve never taken on debt | couldn't repay!" 


"But you invested most of your borrowed money in stocks and other speculative ventures, didn’t 
you?" 


"|-it's my money! | can do whatever | want with it! Besides, | was at home on the day of the 
incident; there’s no way | could’ve stolen anything!" 


"Then, do you have someone who can testify to your alibi?" 


"N-No, | don't. | live alone in an apartment." 


Just as planned. This would create a new suspect — | was convinced of it. 

However, what Fujioka said next was beyond my expectations. 

"But | was definitely at home, and | have proof. At around 1:30 PM on December ‘st, | heard a 
man and a woman arguing in the apartment next to mine. The fact that | know this should be the 
best proof that | was at home. Detective Inaba — or whatever his name was — confirmed this 
for me." 

... W-What? 

Cold sweat trickled down my back. Hey, Kageno, you never told me about this. 


| desperately racked my brain. If | let this testimony slide, I’d lose my prime suspect. 


"W-What do you mean you heard a man and a woman arguing? Could you testify more 
specifically?" 


"It’s hard to be specific... There’s a young woman living next door to me. It seems she has a 
boyfriend, but on December ‘1st, they seemed to have some sort of disagreement, and they 
were yelling so loudly that | could hear them in my apartment." 

"So you overheard their argument?" 

"Well, | didn’t want to, but it was loud enough that | couldn't help but hear." 

"Then, could you tell us the details of that argument?" 

"| object, Your Honor!" 


Togasaki stood up. 


"This question is clearly irrelevant to the case. Frankly, it seems to me that Attorney Yamashika 
is trying to pin the crime on someone who has nothing to do with it." 


"However, it seems that this witness has some circumstances that warrant a bit of suspicion. 
Attorney Yamashika, you want to confirm the witness’s memory, don’t you?" 


| nodded in response to the judge's question. 
"Then, as Prosecutor Togasaki mentioned, while the relevance to the case has not been 


established, if there’s no particular harm in doing so, | think it would be better for the witness to 
answer the question to clear his name." 


The judge turned his gaze to the witness. 

"Well, | don’t mind... | wasn’t listening the entire time, so | don’t remember all the details, but it 
seemed like she was supposed to cook for her boyfriend. But then, suddenly, he had to leave for 
work, and that’s what they were arguing about." 

"Thank you, no further questions." 


| would have to retreat for now. 


Well, at least | managed to extract this much testimony. All | could do now was investigate 
further to corroborate this testimony after the trial. 


However, there was one problem. 

"Does the prosecution wish to cross-examine?" 
"No, Your Honor." 

"Very well. Defense, please call your next witness." 
...| didn't actually have one. 

"Y-Your Honor." 

"Yes?" 


"U-Uh, the defense is currently conducting an investigation to question our next witness, but 
unfortunately, the results are not yet available." 


"...1 understand. So we'll wait until tomorrow. Is that agreeable?" 

"Yes, that should be more than enough. Everything should be wrapped up by tomorrow." 

"| don’t really want to say this, but..." The judge said with a grim expression. "Attorney 
Yamashika, it’s unusual for the defense to propose an extension in a hearing where you're not 
present. You have a history of winning acquittals for your clients this way, and as long as the 
defendant's rights are protected, I’m not opposed to considering an extension. However, if this 


becomes a regular occurrence..." 


This is why | hate dealing with old people. They just love to lecture you over every little thing. 


"Y-Yes, | fully understand, Your Honor. I'll make sure to show you the results of this extension by 
tomorrow." 


"_..Very well. Prosecutor Togasaki, do you also agree?" 

"| believe the defendant should be given every possible convenience, so | have no objections to 
a one-day extension. However, even though it’s just one day, it still takes valuable time from the 
jurors and Your Honor. Knowing that, | sincerely hope the results of this extension will be as 
outstanding as you suggest." 

Why does this guy have to drag things out with so many words when a simple "yes" would 


suffice? My request for an extension was no big deal, but if we cut out about 80% of this guy’s 
tongue, the trial would certainly proceed more smoothly. 


Eventually, a recess was declared, and the courtroom quickly filled with murmurs. 
"Yukina, you can head back now. Kageno and | have somewhere we need to go." 
"But Mr. Zenko, what about lunch? Aren’t you hungry?" 


"lm fine. Skipping one meal won't be a problem. As for Kageno, he won't starve even if he 
doesn’t eat for ten days." 


"Then I'll skip a meal too. I'll be fine." 


"No, Yukina, you should go back. Didn’t that kid say today was the last day of her tests? It’d look 
bad if she froze to death in front of the office." 


Yukina seemed to understand, as she smiled and said, 


"You're right. Even if the tests are over, it'd be terrible if she caught a cold or something. | 
understand. I'll head back now." 


Yukina probably thinks | said that out of concern for that kid. | don’t mind if she mistakenly 
believes I’m a kind-hearted man, but of course, the real reason is different. Knowing that kid, it’s 
entirely possible she’d break a window or two to sneak into the office to avoid freezing to death. 
"...50, you're telling me | have to skip lunch and come along, huh?" 


At some point, Kageno, with a sour look on his face, had appeared behind me. 


December 5th, 12:15 PM, At a certain location 


"This is the place?" 

"Yeah, no doubt about it." 

Kageno nodded with a disgruntled expression. It seems it's true that people get irritable on an 
empty stomach. But here | was, skipping a meal and staying calm, while this guy couldn’t seem 
to handle it. Well, | did drag him along, after all. 

Fujioka’s residence was on the third floor of a five-story apartment building. Although Fujioka 
was getting on in years, he lived alone without any family. This apartment didn’t seem to be the 
family-type either. 

Our target was the apartment next to Fujioka’s. The nameplate read "Sachiko Moriyama." 

"But do you think she'll be home in the middle of a weekday like this?" Kageno grumbled. 
"Well, if she’s not, we'll just come back later." | pressed the buzzer next to the door. 

"Yes, who is it?" 


After a moment, a woman’s voice came from the other side of the door. 


Her voice clearly carried a tone of caution. She probably saw Kageno’s grumpy face through the 
peephole. 


| put on my best professional voice. 


"Excuse me, I’m Attorney Yamashika. I'd like to ask you a few questions about your neighbor, 
Mr. Fujioka." 


"_..’ve already spoken to the police about that." 


"Well, I’m an attorney, not the police, so I’m on the opposing side, you see. | won’t take up much 
of your time. Could | ask you a few questions?" 


It seemed my sincerity got through, as | soon heard the sound of the door being unlocked. 
The person who appeared was a woman in her early twenties. Her shoulder-length hair framed 
her well-shaped, oval face, and eight out of ten men would likely consider her beautiful. Of 


course, she couldn’t compare to Yukina. 


"Sorry to trouble you." 


"No, it’s fine. So, what would you like to ask?" 


"According to Mr. Fujioka’s testimony, you were having a rather loud argument with a man in 
your apartment around 1:30 PM on December 1st. Is that correct?" 


Moriyama pursed her lips in annoyance. 
"Yes, that’s right!" 


"| don’t want to pry too much into your personal matters... But my client’s life is at stake. Could 
you please tell me more about what happened then?" 


As expected, Moriyama didn’t seem enthusiastic. 

"Alright. | already told the police, anyway. 

| have a boyfriend. That day, he was supposed to come over in the evening, and | was going to 
cook for him. Since | was planning to make a complicated meal, | started preparing right after 


lunch. 


But then, suddenly, a little after 1 PM, he showed up. He said some urgent work came up, and 
he couldn’t spend the evening with me. 


| spent the whole day running around gathering ingredients for the meal! And that fool prioritized 
work over me..." 


"| see. So that’s what led to the argument?" 

"Y-Yes... We were loud, so I’m sure it could’ve been heard from the neighboring apartment." 
"Then, naturally, the person living on the other side would’ve heard it too, right?" 

"No, that side is vacant." 

"Well, what about people on the second or fourth floors..." 


"| don’t think so. This apartment isn’t very soundproof, but I’ve never heard anyone from the 
floors above or below." 


"| see..." 
Come to think of it, the shabby apartment | lived in was the same way. | could hear voices from 


the next room, but never from the people upstairs. At most, I’d hear them walking around. 
Maybe it was because the floors were thicker than the walls? 


But this unintentionally confirmed Fujioka’s testimony. It seems he really was in the apartment at 
the estimated time of death. | had considered the possibility that he might have heard about the 
argument from a neighbor, but that didn’t seem to be the case. 


So, we had lost our prime suspect. 


Fujioka was the most likely culprit, at least on paper. He had been struggling financially, and a 
substantial sum of money had vanished from the company safe right around the time he paid off 
his debts. Given the circumstances, anyone would suspect him as the thief. Fujioka, desperate 
for money, sneaks into the empty office on a Sunday and rifles through the safe. Then, by 
chance, Hirano comes in, sees him, and Fujioka has no choice but to kill him — that’s how it all 
seemed to fit together, but... 


"Honestly, it’s all that idiot’s fault for suddenly getting called into work! The ingredients | bought 
went to waste, and while we were arguing, the food got burnt to a crisp..." 


"Oh, that’s too bad." 

| nodded appropriately. Indeed, burning food was a serious issue. A few days ago, when Yukina 
burnt some fish, while it didn’t turn into a major incident, the burnt smell permeated the entire 
room. As a result, |, who slept and lived in that room, was haunted by unsettling nightmares of 


being relentlessly pursued by charred fish. On top of that, it seemed the smell had leaked 
outside, and the next day | ended up getting scolded by the building manager... 


"On top of that, Mr. Fujioka must have heard us arguing, right? Ugh, how embarrassing! I’m not 
really comfortable around that Fujioka person..." 


"Oh? Why is that?” 

"Well, actually... we do run into each other occasionally since we’re neighbors, but he looks at 
me in a weird way. You know, with a bit of a lewd gaze... He hasn't done anything specifically 
strange, but..." 


They say women’s intuition was often right. | couldn’t just dismiss this as mere paranoia. 


Fujioka may seem to be a serious person, but perhaps after living alone for so long, he had 
become lonely and started longing for a woman? 


"?m sorry, but could you let us take a look inside your room?" 


At that moment, Kageno, who had been silent up until now, suddenly spoke up. His tone was 
blunt, as if disregarding all the effort | had put into speaking politely. 


"In my room...? Um, for what purpose?" 

"I’m a detective, after all. There’s something about your story that’s bothering me." 
"Hey Kageno. It’s a bit rude to barge in and then ask to see her room, don’t you think?" 
"If my hunch is correct, we might be able to completely break Fujioka’s alibi." 
"What...?" 

Hearing that, | couldn’t help but be intrigued. 

Kageno spoke to Moriyama again. 


"This could benefit you as well. You don’t want to live your life feeling like you’re being watched, 
do you? If not, would you let me into your room?" 


"Being watched...?" 
"Yes, that’s right." 
"..L understand. Please, come in." 


Moriyama seemed to sense something from Kageno’s words, and said this with a tense 
expression on her face. 


It was an unexpected proposal from Kageno. Even | had no idea what he was scheming. 


What ended up shocking both Moriyama and me happened just ten minutes later... 


December 5th, 3:25 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


"Welcome back, Mr. Zenko." 
The one to greet me as | returned to the office was Yukina, with a charming smile on her face. 
"Yeah, I’m back. Huh? That brat Satsuki didn’t come?" 


"No. Maybe she’s out playing since her tests are over." 


That was possible. Damn, | even sent Yukina home early so she wouldn't break any windows. 
"By the way, where’s Mr. Kageno?" 


"He said he was tired and hungry, so he’s taking a nap. But I’m sure he’ll crawl out when it’s 
time for dinner." 


Yukina gave a wry smile, probably imagining Kageno crawling around as if he were starving. 
"So, did the investigation go well?" 

"Yeah. Kageno did a good job." 

| told her what Kageno had found in Moriyama’s room. 

"Wow, as expected of Mr. Kageno. He really is a detective." 

"Well, even a broken clock is right twice a day." 


"Oh, you shouldn't say things like that, Mr. Zenko. Mr. Kageno is working hard for your sake, you 
know." 


That's not true, Yukina. If you asked Kageno why he was working so hard, he’d immediately 
reply: 'For money and food." 


"But this means tomorrow’s trial will be a sure thing, right?" 

"Yeah, | think we'll be able to deal with Fujioka’s alibi. But there’s still one problem. While | can 
prove that Fujioka wasn’t in his room at the time of the incident, there’s no evidence that he was 
at the crime scene..." 

"Oh, | see..." 


Yukina placed her index finger on her lips and began to ponder. 


"Oh, | Know, Mr. Zenko. Didn’t someone see Tsuji leaving the crime scene? Wouldn't it make 
sense if someone saw Fujioka going out of that building too?" 


"Yeah, you’re right. But finding such a witness now would be impossible. The reason we found 
the person who saw Tsuji So easily was probably because it was right after the incident." 


"Hmm, | guess so. It’s unlikely that anyone would remember something that happened a week 
ago..." 


Yukina looked down, disappointed. 


It was impossible to find a witness now. At this point, there was no way to prove that Fujioka 
was at the scene. 


In that case... I'd have to break his alibi first. If | could do that, he’d likely get flustered and start 
lying. And if | could catch him in those lies, maybe | might be able to grab onto something... But 
that was a plan with too many moving parts. 

...No, wait a minute. 


At that moment, Yukina’s earlier words echoed in my mind. 


Yukina had said that since there were a lot of people near the crime scene, it wouldn’t be 
strange if someone had seen Fujioka. 


That was absolutely right. But looking for such a witness now would be like searching for a 
needle in a haystack. However... if there were a lot of people near the crime scene, then 
conversely... 


A grin spread across my face. | had thought of a plan that was very much like me. 


But to execute it, I'd need some help. Someone who would be willing to assist, even with a 
slightly underhanded method, to prove the defendant’s innocence. 


Togasaki recently said he had just been reassigned here. That means he wouldn’t know any of 
my acquaintances. But | couldn't use Kageno or Yukina. That bastard seemed to know about 
the two of them, and Yukina was sitting next to me in court almost every day. Kageno also 
showed up in court. So that meant... 

Just then. 


Without even knocking, the office door opened, and a kid walked in. 


"Ah, finally the tests are over! | played a lot today, and tomorrow I'll get to have fun with the 
trial!" 


... here she was. 


Even Togasaki probably wouldn’t know this kid. However, this kid frequently came to watch my 
trials. There was a chance the judge might recognize her. 


But well, | doubt Judge Shudo knew about my relationship with her. Even if he got suspicious, 
with his personality, | think he’d be likely to observe quietly until the results were in. 


"Hmm? Hey, Zenko, what are you thinking about while staring at my face? And that grin! You're 
definitely up to something bad again, aren't you?" 


Instead of replying, | gave her a sly grin. 


December 6th, 10:00 AM, District Courtroom No. 1 


"Judge Shudo is entering. All rise!" 
| stood up as usual at the bailiffs familiar command. 


Five jurors, a courtroom almost 80% full, the ever-imposing Prosecutor Togasaki — nothing 
much had changed in the courtroom, except one seat today. 


It was a weekday morning. Normally, the people sitting in the gallery at this time would be those 
from the legal field, the media, or relatives of the victim or defendant, perhaps unemployed 
people with time to kill or retirees. But today, there was one person who seemed oddly out of 
place. 


Just a quick glance around the gallery was enough to spot this person. Naturally, a middle 
school kid, dressed in uniform, sitting boldly in the courtroom at this hour would stand out. 


Usually, this kid would be nothing but a nuisance, but today, | had a little task for her. | was 
relieved she hadn’t shown up late. 


The judge stood at his seat and declared the trial resumed. Then he turned to me and spoke. 
"Defense attorney, have you completed your investigation?" 

"Yes. | believe we can present the results right away." 

"| certainly hope so. Now, let’s summon the witness." 


"Understood. As a witness for the defense, | would like to call Mr. Yoichi Fujioka to the stand 
once again." 


The judge tilted his head slightly. 
"Is it him again? | believe we just heard from him yesterday." 
"As a result of our investigation, there are some additional questions we would like to ask him." 


"...Very well. Bring Mr. Fujioka to the stand." 


Before long, Fujioka stood at the witness stand, a cautious expression already noticeable on his 
face. 


"The witness has already been sworn in. Please begin the questioning." 


"Yes, Your Honor. Mr. Fujioka, let me ask you straightforwardly — do you have a keen sense of 
smell?" 


"...Huh? S-Smell... you say?" 

Fujioka raised his voice in bewilderment and pointed to the center of his face. 

"Yes, your nose." 

"Uh, well... I'd say it’s pretty average." 

"Have you had a cold or anything recently that might have affected your sense of smell?" 
"N-No. If anything, health is one of the few things | can be proud of." 


"Now, on the afternoon of December ‘st, the day of the incident, you said you were at home the 
entire time, correct?" 


"Yes, that’s right." 

"During that time, did you notice any strange smells?" 
"S-Smells? No, | didn’t notice anything unusual..." 
Fujioka showed a slight sign of unease. 


"Oh, that’s strange. According to my investigation, all your neighbors mentioned that they 
smelled something. Didn’t you smell it? The scent of curry, perhaps?" 


Upon hearing this, Fujioka looked relieved, as if he had been thrown a lifeline. 

"Oh, yes, now that you mention it, | did smell something! Yes, it was the smell of curry." 
"Is that so? Then, I'll conclude my questioning here." 

The judge looked puzzled as he glanced back and forth between me and the witness. 


"Defense counsel. Is that all?" 


"Yes, Your Honor. For now, | have no further questions for this witness." 
"_..Prosecutor Togasaki, any cross-examination?" 

Togasaki shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. 

"Very well. The defense may call the next witness." 

"| call Ms. Sachiko Moriyama to the stand." 


As | said this, Fujioka, who was about to return to the gallery, turned to me in surprise. However, 
it was only for a brief moment, and he quickly hid his agitation and headed back to the gallery. 


Shortly after, Moriyama took the stand, replacing Fujioka. As they passed each other, Moriyama 
glared at Fujioka for a brief moment, but | doubted anyone other than Kageno and | noticed. 


Once Moriyama had taken the oath, | immediately began the questioning. 

"You live in the same apartment building as the previous witness, Mr. Fujioka, correct?" 
"Yes, that's right. | live in the apartment next door." 

"On the afternoon of Sunday, December 1st, you were at home, correct?" 

"Yes." 

"What were you doing?" 


"| have a boyfriend, and he was supposed to come over in the evening, so | was preparing 
dinner all afternoon." 


"According to Mr. Fujioka’s testimony, he heard the sound of you arguing with a man around 
1:30 PM. Is that correct?" 


"Yes, that’s right!" 
Moriyama responded with irritation, perhaps recalling the incident. 
"Can you tell us more about that?" 


"While | was cooking, he suddenly showed up around 1 PM. Then he told me that some work 
had come up, so he couldn’t be with me that night. After that, we were arguing the whole time!" 


"So, you ended up shouting loud enough for the neighbors to hear?" 


"Yes, exactly! He was supposed to come over for dinner at a girl’s place, but then he just 
casually canceled because of work! Any woman would be furious!" 


"lll be sure to keep that in mind." 
Laughter broke out around the courtroom. 


| couldn’t help but wonder if this woman’s cooking was particularly terrible — but of course, | 
couldn’t say that out loud. 


"By the way, the dish you were preparing was curry, correct?" 


"No, it wasn’t. | wouldn’t make something like that when he was coming over. | was making 
roast beef and a mille-crepe, things like that." 


"But the people in your neighborhood reported smelling something very strong." 

"Yes. Actually, | was making strawberry jam for the mille-crepe. But in the middle of making it, | 
started arguing with him... so | took my eyes off the stove for a bit. By the time | realized it, it 
was too late — there was black smoke everywhere. Burnt sugar has a really strong smell, so | 


think that’s probably what the neighbors smelled." 


Question marks seemed to float above everyone’s heads. Even Togasaki, uncharacteristically, 
was wide-eyed and confused. It seemed even he hadn't anticipated this turn of events. 


"By the way, Ms. Moriyama. Yesterday, a detective named Kageno visited your apartment, didn’t 
he?" 


"Yes, he did." 

"That detective is present in this courtroom, correct? Could you point him out?" 
"He’s the person sitting in the far right corner at the back." 

The person she pointed to — of course — was Kageno. 

| turned to the judge and spoke. 


"Your Honor, | have no further questions for this witness. After Prosecutor Togasaki’s 
cross-examination, | would like to call that person to the stand next." 


"_..Prosecutor Togasaki, any questions?" 


Togasaki shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. 

"Very well. Then, Mr. Kageno, is it? Please escort him to the witness stand." 

With the bailiffs guidance, Kageno made his way to the stand. 

There was an oddly smug smile on his face, and | suddenly felt a twinge of anxiety. 

Having Kageno, a professional detective, testify about what we found in Moriyama’s apartment 
was the best course of action. But now that | had put him on the stand — would things really go 
smoothly? Maybe | shouldn't have intentionally stirred the pot. 

The oath was administered without a hitch, and soon it was my turn to question him. 

"Mr. Kageno, you're a detective, correct?" 


"Yeah." 


His tone was overly blunt, especially for a courtroom. But as long as he was answering, | 
decided not to make a fuss. 


"And in this case, you were hired by me to conduct various investigations, correct?" 
Kageno’s response far exceeded my expectations. 

"Well, was I? When exactly did you hire me?" 

The courtroom buzzed with murmurs. 

He did it again. This is just the kind of person he is. 

| addressed the judge, who seemed bewildered. 


"Your Honor, as you can see, this witness clearly bears hostility toward the defense. Therefore, | 
request permission to apply a little pressure... | mean, to conduct a leading examination." 


"...Huh?" The judge’s eyes widened. "D-Defense counsel. This is a witness you called — 
apparently a detective you hired, based on what I’ve heard." 


"Yes. And?" 


"And you’re saying this witness harbors ill will toward you... That’s a bit hard to understand." 


"Well, you see, we’ve had some personal disagreements, so please don’t worry too much about 
it." 


The judge sighed deeply. 


"| see no need to permit leading questions. Just proceed with the questioning or call your next 
witness." 


...What was | supposed to do? 


But on second thought, just because he didn’t admit to being hired by me didn’t mean it was a 
huge problem. | decided to continue with the questioning. 


"Mr. Kageno, yesterday you searched the home of the previous witness, Ms. Moriyama, didn’t 
you?" 


"| don’t remember." 


An awkward silence settled over the courtroom. 

| almost forgot that we were in a courtroom and felt an overwhelming urge to start yelling at him. 
"_..W-Why have you forgotten something that just happened yesterday?" 

"Well, believe it or not, | seem to have early-onset Alzheimer’s. Lately, it's been hard to even 
remember what happened just a day before. But if someone were to treat me to lunch and 
dinner for the next month, | might just remember." 


Laughter erupted from the gallery. Even Togasaki was smirking mockingly. 


...| couldn’t stand the thought of being made a fool of by indulging him any longer. | quickly 
approached the witness stand and whispered angrily. 


"Hey! This is a courtroom! Who the hell demands payment in a situation like this?" 

"Shut up! I’m not going to keep working for peanuts all the time! | don't care if it’s a courtroom or 
wherever — I'll say what | want! If you want me to testify, you better listen to what I’m asking for! 
| haven’t even been paid for my expenses this time!" 


"You... you son of a...!" 


Just as | was about to retort, 


"Your Honor," 

Togasaki, with a faint smirk on his face, stood up. 

"| have no intention of questioning Mr. Yamashika’s capabilities as a defense attorney. However, 
conducting such an incoherent examination of a witness he himself summoned does give me 


pause. In any case, any further actions that would obstruct the progress of this trial —" 


"There’s no need to say any more; | agree with you," the judge interrupted Togasaki's rambling 
speech and then turned a sharp gaze at me. 


"Counsel Yamashika?" 
"Y-Yes?" 


"|, for one, am not willing to entertain your squabbles any longer. Or would you prefer another 
postponement, just like yesterday?" 


There wasn’t a hint of a smile on his face. The judge, who was usually kind and understanding, 
now looked quite frightening. 


| hurriedly straightened up. 
"M-My apologies, Your Honor. Just give me thirty seconds, and I'll wrap this up right away." 
Without waiting for the judge’s response, | turned back to Kageno. 


"Listen, I'm begging you, choose the right time and place for this kind of talk! If you do that, I'll 
consider your request!" 


"We’re back to square one. My demand hasn’t changed — if you want me to testify, you’re going 
to provide meals for me for the next month. Consider yourself lucky I'm not asking for cash." 


"..At least make it just lunch." 

"No can do. | just want to mess with your plans of having dinner alone with Yuki." 

He was heartless. He knew that | had no choice but to agree to his demands, and he was 
deliberately trying to mess with my love life. | never imagined a court case could be used to 


make such threats. 


"Damn it. Fine, I'll agree to your terms, but testify properly now." 


"I’m glad you understand. Alright, leave the testimony to me." 


He grinned. | swallowed my anger and returned to the defense’s table, silently vowing to punch 
him once this trial was over. 


"N-Now, I'd like to continue the examination. Mr. Kageno, yesterday, you searched the home of 
Ms. Moriyama, the previous witness, correct?" 


"Yeah, | did. Now | remember." 

He said it without a shred of remorse. 

"S-So, could you tell us what you found?" 

"| discovered a small hidden camera around the area behind the air conditioner." 
At that moment, the noise in the courtroom grew louder. 

"What kind of camera was it?" 


"It was a wired hidden camera that transmitted video data and received power directly through a 
cable. Basically, if you connect it to a household outlet or a video deck, you can monitor it 24/7." 


"So, if you follow the cable, you can find out who set up the hidden camera?" 

"Yeah, pretty much." 

"Did you find out who set up the hidden camera?" 

"The camera was installed by drilling a hole in the wall behind the air conditioner. But to track 
where the cable led, | would’ve had to damage property and commit trespassing, so | left it as it 
was. However, from the layout of the room, it’s easy to guess where the cable extended to." 
"And where would that be?" 

"It would be the room on the other side of the wall." 

"Whose room is that?" 

"It’s the room of that man who was on the stand earlier — Yoichi Fujioka." 


A sudden surge of murmurs filled the courtroom. 


| turned to the judge. 


"Your Honor, that concludes my examination of this witness. | would now like to call Mr. Fujioka 
back to the stand." 


"...Prosecutor Togasaki, any cross-examination?" 

"No, nothing." 

"Very well. Bring Mr. Fujioka to the stand." 

Despite the rather convoluted twists and turns, the judge seemed to be getting interested now. 


Fujioka took the stand for the third time. The composure he had displayed during his previous 
testimony was gone, replaced by a sickly pallor. 


"Now then, Mr. Fujioka. | did a little investigation into your background, if you don’t mind. There 
was a time when you were involved in the sale of various electrical devices and self-defense 
goods, correct?" 


"..W-What about it?" 


"Didn't that include hidden cameras as well? And if | may be so bold, it seems you have a bit of 
a habit of peeping into your neighbor’s room. Would you care to explain?" 


"T-That’s not true! | don’t know anything about that! This is all a setup by someone trying to 
frame me!" 


"Is that so? By the way, as the detective testified earlier, the hidden camera in Ms. Moriyama’s 
room is still in place. If we were to get the court’s permission and investigate where the 
camera’s cable leads, check for fingerprints on the camera, or examine all the videotapes in 
your room... what do you think the results would show?" 


Fujioka let out a groan but said nothing. 
"Now, there’s one more thing I'd like you to remember. You testified that at around 1:30 PM on 
December 1st, while you were in your room, you heard your neighbor arguing and smelled curry 


coming from next door. 


However, the neighbor herself testified that she wasn’t cooking curry. How do you explain this 
discrepancy?" 


"T-That’s impossible... | definitely smelled curry! Besides, it wasn’t necessarily only her room 
where someone was cooking! It could’ve been someone on the floor above or below!" 


"That's not possible. | spoke to everyone in your building. They all said they weren’t making 
curry, and none of them even smelled it. The only thing they all remembered was the smell of 
the burnt jam she made. Apparently, burnt sugar has a very strong odor." 

"N-No way...!" 

"You understand what I’m getting at, don’t you? Here’s what really happened: 

Forgive me for saying this, but you’re single and, at your age, you’re living alone. You knew a 
beautiful woman lived just a wall away, and out of loneliness, you ended up setting up a hidden 
camera. 

Then, this incident occurred. As an alibi for the time of the incident, you testified that you heard 
your neighbors arguing. It’s true that the woman next door was arguing with a man around the 


time the incident occurred. But how did you know that? Because you weren't in your room at the 
time — you saw it on the hidden camera footage. 


By watching the footage, you could immediately tell what was happening in the next room. But 
you couldn't detect the smell that was wafting through the air. That’s why you made the 
impossible claim that you smelled curry. Isn’t that right?" 

"...5-So what if | did?" 


Realizing he could no longer escape, Fujioka defiantly confessed. 


"Y-Yes, | set up the hidden camera. | admit that! B-But that doesn’t prove | was at the crime 
scene, does it!?" 


"Yes, that’s true. However, I’m very interested in why you felt the need to create such a false 
alibi in the first place." 


"T-That’s... I-I didn’t want to be suspected! | was close with the president, and | didn’t want to be 
wrongly accused! I’ll admit | gave a false alibi, but | wasn’t at the crime scene!" 


| raised my index finger and clicked my tongue. 

"Unfortunately, Mr. Fujioka, there is a witness who can prove that you were at the crime scene." 
"W-What did you say...!?" 

"As you're aware, there were many people on the first floor of the building where the incident 


occurred, as it was lunchtime on a holiday. You may not have noticed, but one of those people 
clearly saw you coming down from the second floor." 


| glanced at the gallery. 


That was the signal. Satsuki, who was sitting in the gallery, suddenly stood up energetically and 
pointed directly at Fujioka. 


"| saw him! It’s definitely that guy, no mistake about it!" 

"W-What...!!" 

Fujioka’s face turned pale in an instant. 

The murmurs from the gallery grew louder, and Judge Shudo had to bang his gavel four times. 


"Order! Order! Anyone who does not comply with this court’s orders will be immediately 
removed from the courtroom! 


And let me remind you, members of the gallery are not allowed to speak without permission! 
Counsel Yamashika, if you wish to have that girl testify, then place her on the witness stand. | 
will not tolerate any more underhanded tactics like this!" 


"Your Honor, it seems there’s no longer a need for me to call the witness. Now then, Mr. 
Fujioka," 


| directed a friendly smile at the witness stand. 

"Would you prefer that | formally summon the witness? Personally, | would appreciate it if you 
could confess everything right now to save time. Of course, it doesn’t really make much 
difference, just a bit of a hassle. The choice is yours." 

Of course, there was no way Satsuki, who was supposed to be taking a test, could have been at 
that building. And the idea that Fujioka was there was something | had deduced from the 


circumstances. If Satsuki were to be put on the stand now, | would be the one in a tight spot. 


However, my bluff seemed to have worked like a charm. Realizing that there was a witness and 
that he could no longer talk his way out of it, Fujioka slumped down on the witness stand. 


"U-Ugh... Very well, | admit it! Yes, | did visit the company that day! But | never set foot in the 
president's office! |, uh, | had some documents to process, so | just went to my desk in the 
office!" 


"Then let me ask you a few questions. Can you tell us the exact time you were in the office?" 


"A-Around 1:05 to 1:10 PM, | think. | wasn’t there for long." 


So that’s how it was. Since | had only managed to bluff with Satsuki, | couldn’t have known the 
exact time, but now the situation was becoming clearer. 


"Then why was it that just one day after the money from the safe went missing, all of your debts 
were paid off?" 


"|-I already explained that! It was just a coincidence that the repayment date happened to fall on 
that day!" 


"| would advise you not to make any more flimsy excuses. The 200 thousand dollars that went 
missing from the safe matches the amount of your debt. If we were to search every corner of 
your room, wouldn't we find the rest of the money? 


Up until yesterday, you had an alibi, and there was no suspicion on you. But now, the situation 
has changed. The prosecution will be more than happy to investigate, and the court will surely 
grant a search warrant. 


You, who were in debt, went to the crime scene shortly after 1:00 PM on December ‘st, likely 
intending to steal the money from the safe. However, the victim unexpectedly appeared, and 
you had no choice but to kill him. You then took the money from the safe and fled. Isn’t that what 
happened?" 


Fujioka started to open his mouth, as if trying to make an excuse, but then fell silent. 


The murmurs from the gallery showed no sign of stopping. Even the judge, who seemed to be 
engrossed in my exchange with Fujioka, did not attempt to call for order. 


"Your Honor. The defense would like to request an investigation into this witness." 


"Hmm, indeed, it’s hard to deny the validity of that request. Prosecutor Togasaki, what do you 
think?" 


The judge turned his gaze to the prosecutor, who had been silently observing the proceedings 
without saying a word. 


...A thought crossed my mind. While | had been absorbed in grilling Fujioka, | hadn’t paid much 
attention, but the prosecutor hadn't raised a single objection and was just sitting there quietly. If 
things went according to my argument, we would have found a new culprit and secured a 
victory. Had the prosecution already figured out the truth and decided to cooperate with me? 


Just as Togasaki began to stand up to respond, 


"W-Wait, please!" 


Fujioka shouted in a voice loud enough to drown out the noise from the gallery. 

"|-I... yes, | did see President Hirano’s body! But | didn’t kill him, | swear! Here’s the truth! The 
president and | were planning to shut down the company, which had been compromised by you, 
the lawyer who had something on us! So, we decided to embezzle the company's assets 
beforehand. That’s why there was 200 thousand dollars in the safe! And... it’s hard to say, but 
we were planning to make it look like the money had been stolen. We intended to pin the role of 
the thief on Tsuji. He had forgotten his scarf when he was fired, so... we were going to use that. 
That’s why we deliberately called him to the office on a quiet Sunday afternoon." 


"| see. | understand very well. However, you and the victim quarreled over how to divide the 
money, and in a fit of rage, you strangled him with the scarf that was at the scene, didn’t you?" 


"T-That’s not true! | was a bit late arriving at the president’s office due to train delays! When | got 
to the company, the president was already dead! The safe was open and the money was still 
there, so | took it and left! | took the money, yes, but | didn’t kill the president!" 


| had to admit, it was a fairly coherent explanation. 


"Mr. Fujioka. Do you really think anyone is going to believe the words of someone who has been 
lying through their teeth until now?" 


"|-It’s the truth! The president was strangled with a scarf, right? There’s no way | could have 
done that in the first place!" 


"Oh? And why is that?" 


| asked somewhat maliciously. Who would believe anything he said now, after all this time? 
What other lame excuse would he come up with? 


Fujioka raised his hands to chest height and opened and closed them a few times. 


"| have rheumatoid arthritis! My finger joints are completely shot, and | can’t even grip things 
tightly!" 


"...W-What?" 

| couldn’t help but let out a dumbfounded sound. 

And at that moment, 

"Allow me to respectfully address Attorney Yamashika," 


Togasaki, who had been sitting silently until now, stood up gracefully. 


"You seem to be slightly mistaken as to why we didn't suspect him, despite the clear motive of 
his debt. It wasn’t because he had an alibi. The reason, as just mentioned, is that he physically 
cannot strangle someone with a scarf. We have confirmed that this witness indeed has 
rheumatoid arthritis and cannot grip anything strongly. 

Moreover, there were slight signs of a struggle at the crime scene. However, it would have been 
impossible for this witness, who can barely use his hands, to overpower the physically robust 
victim and strangle him. 

Your Honor, please take a look at his medical records." 

Togasaki took a sheet of paper from a thick file and handed it to the judge. 

"Attorney Yamashika, if you'd like to see it, you can come and get it later." 


",..Guh!" 


That bastard, | didn’t expect him to pull something like this. Damn it, why didn’t Kageno notice 
something like this? 


"Hmm... It seems the prosecution’s claim is indeed valid." 


"Your Honor. While this witness has confessed to theft, it is clear that he did not commit the 
murder. Let us proceed with the trial." 


"Very well. Bailiff, take this witness into custody. Defense, call your next witness." 


"W-Wait a minute, Your Honor! According to this witness’s testimony, it is clear that the victim 
was murdered before 1:30 PM, when the defendant was seen! This should also make it clear 
that the defendant is innocent!" 


"Calm down, Attorney Yamashika. Let me remind you that | have no intention of claiming that 
the defendant killed the victim at 1:30 PM. 


Isn’t it possible that the defendant arrived at the scene before this witness did? The defendant 
could have killed the victim, but then hid when this witness arrived. Then, when he was seen at 
1:30 PM, he emerged again. This scenario presents no contradictions, does it? 


Just to reiterate for the defense, the defendant was seen disposing of the murder weapon, the 
scarf. Besides, it's physically impossible for this witness to have strangled someone. 


And let me add one more thing. Didn't you prove that there's a strong possibility the victim was 
killed around 1:00 PM?" 


Damn that guy! | felt an overwhelming urge to throw something at him. 

Could it be that he anticipated everything? Did he know | would treat Fujioka as the perpetrator, 
and that | would suggest the possibility that the victim was killed at 1:00 PM? Was | just helping 
him widen the estimated time of death while dancing in the palm of his hand? 


This was no joke! | loved to outsmart others, but | hated being outsmarted myself! 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, didn’t you say the other day that you wouldn’t make any claims during the 
preliminary hearing?" 


The judge spoke. Togasaki spread his arms as if to say he was genuinely surprised. 


"| merely intended to help the defense avoid any further misunderstandings... But very well, Your 
Honor, if you insist, | will refrain from doing so in the future." 


D-Damn... Damn him! 


| couldn’t remember the last time someone had humiliated me like this. My fists trembled with 
uncontrollable rage. 


To make matters worse, | had no cards left to play. That realization fueled my rage even further. 
But then something happened. 

| felt a light touch on my left hand. 

It was Yukina’s hand. 


"Calm down, Mr. Zenko. It doesn’t matter what that prosecutor says, as long as you win in the 
end like you always do." 


Yukina’s soft, warm hand covered my trembling one. 


It was strange. Just that small gesture was enough to calm the rage that had nearly driven me 
to commit an assault on the prosecutor. 


"You're right, that's all that matters." 
| smiled lightly to reassure Yukina. Then | stared sharply at the judge. 
"Your Honor, may | request a thirty-minute recess?" 


"...Prosecution, any objections?" 


"If thirty minutes is all you need, by all means." 
Togasaki spread his arms again, as if to say, "Go ahead." 


"Very well, we will take a thirty-minute recess. However, | want both the defense counsel and 
the prosecutor to come to my chambers. Court is adjourned.” 


The gavel struck once, and the courtroom was filled with murmurs. | wondered what the judge 
wanted with me and Togasaki. 


"Why do you think you’re being called, Mr. Zenko? Could it be... about lyo?" 

Yukina tilted her head. | agreed with her guess. 

"We'll see soon enough. Let's go find out." 

Unfortunately, | had a pretty good idea. 

| waited a bit before leaving the courtroom to avoid running into Togasaki in the hallway. 
December 6th, 11:17 AM, Judge’s Chambers 

| knocked on the door, feeling like a student summoned to the principal’s office after school. 
"Excuse me, it’s Yamashika." 

"It's open. Come in." 

| pushed the door open. 


The judge was sitting in a leather chair, his hands clasped on a large desk, waiting for me. 
Togasaki was standing in front of the desk. 


Without saying a word, | stood next to Togasaki. It felt exactly like two students who had been 
caught fighting and were now standing before the principal. 


"Since our time is limited, let’s keep this brief. 


The reason I’ve called you here is to discuss today’s trial. And don’t worry, I’m not going to tell 
you to watch your mouth at this point. But there’s one thing | need to clarify. 


Counsel Yamashika?" 


"Y-Yes?" 

"Earlier, there was an incident where a girl in the gallery stood up and pointed at the witness, 
shouting ‘It’s that guy!’ | seem to recall seeing that girl before. And if I’m not mistaken, she 
appears in almost every trial where you defend someone. Do you understand what I’m getting 
at?" 

"Are you suggesting that | instructed the girl to give false testimony?" 

"That's what it seems to me." 

| was a bit taken aback. So, he had noticed after all. 

But well, | had anticipated something like this and had prepared an excuse. 

"Your Honor. With all due respect, that’s quite the accusation. Yes, | do know the girl. However, 
think back to what transpired. | did say there was a witness who saw Fujioka, but | never once 
said that the witness was the girl. 

She stood up and said those words of her own volition, without any prompting from me: ‘It’s 
definitely that guy, no mistake about it.’ Where is your evidence that | instructed her to do 
anything? She acted on her own, and Fujioka simply misunderstood." 


"Isn't that a bit too convenient? | find it hard to interpret the events that way. 


Here’s what | think, Counsel Yamashika. You suspected that Fujioka was the real culprit. And to 
get him to confess, you set a trap, just as you’ve done in previous trials. 


However, you failed to prove that he was the murderer. In other words, you tried to pin a murder 
on an innocent person, even going so far as to break the rules. That’s something | cannot 
overlook." 


"B-But Your Honor. Fujioka confessed to theft! And as I’ve repeated, | didn’t do anything illegal. 
The girl acted on her own —" 


"Counsel Yamashika, let me be clear. I’m not talking about the results, I’m talking about the 
process. And if you’re so sure of your innocence, then let’s bring the girl here and have me 
question her personally. You wouldn’t mind that, would you?" 


The judge’s eyes sharpened. | couldn’t say a word in response. 


This was bad. My plan hinged on the real culprit being revealed before the judge confronted me 
about this. With the defendant's innocence proven, my actions would be justified. The judge 


would have been a little displeased but would have let it slide with a 'Don’t do that again,’ and all 
would have ended well... 


But it seems my calculations had been off. In the judge’s mind, it seems | had already 
committed perjury. 


This situation was seriously bad. If Satsuki got called in here — well, she was a self-proclaimed 
communist, but she was the type who liked to curry favor with those in power. And besides, | 
bought her off for only 11 dollars, tax included. Who knew when she might betray me... 


"With all due respect, Your Honor, you seem to be overlooking one fact." 


| was dumbfounded and looked to my side. The one who spoke up in my place, as | struggled to 
find an answer, was — why, it was none other than that bastard Togasaki. 


"Oh? What is it, Prosecutor? What is this fact that has allegedly been overlooked?” 


"It’s quite simple. Neither | nor Your Honor can affirm or deny whether that girl actually saw Mr. 
Fujioka. 


The girl said, ‘It’s definitely that guy, no mistake about it.’ If that statement really means she saw 
Mr. Fujioka in that building, then although her action wasn’t in line with courtroom procedures, it 
wasn't perjury. And we should also commend the fact that Mr. Fujioka confessed to theft as a 
result." 


Not only |, but the judge also seemed dumbfounded. Of course, he was. Of all people, why was 
this man defending me? 


"T-That is indeed true, but... Prosecutor Togasaki, are you saying you’re willing to accept that 
girl as a legitimate witness?" 


"Of course. If it turns out that Attorney Yamashika here made an underage girl give false 
testimony, he will undoubtedly be charged with perjury. If that happens, his lawyer's license will 
surely be revoked. | cannot possibly imagine the esteemed Attorney Yamashika engaging in 
such conduct." 


The judge blinked several times before sighing in what seemed like resignation. 
"Hmm. | must say, | didn’t expect you to say that. With both the defense and the prosecution 
asserting this, | suppose | have no more to say... But Prosecutor Togasaki, are you really sure 


about this?" 


"Absolutely, Your Honor. | have no second thoughts." 


"...Very well then. We shall consider that girl a legitimate witness. You both may go now." 
It seemed | had narrowly escaped a disaster. 


But... could it be that | now owed Togasaki a favor of all people? 


| followed Togasaki out of the judge’s chambers. 

As soon as we were in the hallway, Togasaki turned to me and said, 

"Let me make this clear: you have no reason to feel indebted to me." 

".,.What do you mean by that?" 

"Oh, come now, no need to look so suspicious. Actually, | wanted to thank you for what 
happened back there. I’m grateful that you got Fujioka to confess to the theft. This will save us a 
lot of time and resources in our investigation. 

We had strong suspicions that he was involved in the theft, but he had an alibi, and we couldn't 
prove he was at the crime scene. Because of that, we couldn’t openly investigate, which had us 
in a bind. But thanks to you, we got him to admit to it. | really do appreciate it. That’s why | 
defended you in front of the judge — it was my way of expressing gratitude. There’s absolutely 
no need for you to feel like you owe me anything.” 


Togasaki smiled with genuine pleasure. 


"Besides, having you as my opponent made this all the more enjoyable. | hope we can continue 
this long partnership in the future." 


"Oh, don’t be so cold. Well, | won’t bother you any longer. There isn’t much time left for the 
recess, so do your best out there." 


Togasaki turned on his heel and walked away. 
..- 10 think it would come to this. To think that even | would be humiliated like this! 
Unforgivable. | didn't owe him anything!? Who the hell asked for his help! 


This was a huge debt. And as a man of honor, | wouldn't be satisfied until | paid it back — with 
plenty of interest! 


Chapter 6: Breakthrough 


December 6th, 11:24 AM, Defense Waiting Room 


When | returned to the waiting room, Kageno, Yukina, Tsuji, and the tagalong Satsuki were 
sitting on the cheap chairs, waiting for me. 


My anger still hadn’t subsided, but | didn’t want to show Yukina that | was still fuming. | 
remembered what Yukina had said earlier and tried my best to act calmly. Yes, in the end, | was 
the one who was going to win anyway. I’d let that bastard Togasaki say whatever he liked for 
now. 

As soon as Yukina saw me, she ran over, her face etched with worry. 

"Mr. Zenko, are you okay? About, you know, what happened with lyo...?" 

"Yeah, that's fine. The judge questioned me a bit, but I'm in the clear." 


"Really? That's great..." 


She sighed in relief, pressing her hand to her chest. There was no way | could tell her that 
Togasaki had bailed me out. 


Anyway, since it seemed Yukina was satisfied, | turned my attention to the more pressing issue 
at hand. 


"Hey, Tsuji?" 

"Y-Yes, what is it?" 

"You really didn’t kill him, right?" 

"W-What are you saying now! | didn’t kill anyone, | swear!" 

"Then, like the prosecution said, you weren’t at the scene around 1:00 PM either, right?" 
"Of course not! | was told to be there at 1:30 from the start!" 

"Can you prove that?" 

"T-That’s impossible. | don’t have an alibi or anything..." 


"...Well, | figured as much." 


However — as | suddenly remembered, this guy had lied to me before. The suspect | had most 
relied on had been ruled out, and there was no one else suspicious in sight. Given the 
circumstances, | couldn’t shake the feeling that Tsuji might actually be the culprit. 


No, no, no, that won't do. That would be like admitting defeat to Togasaki. To knock that smug 
look off his face, | had to find the real culprit, someone other than Tsuji. 


...Of course, | was prioritizing Tsuji’s well-being over my personal grudge against Togasaki. 
"Well, well, well, it looks like you’re at a dead end! So, it’s about time for me to shine!" 


At that moment, for some reason, Satsuki puffed out her flat chest and struck a meaningless 
triumphant pose. 


"Just so you know, Satsuki, this is a restricted area for authorized personnel only." 

"What are you talking about!? Who else would point their finger at someone they've never met 
and shout ‘It’s definitely that guy!’? I’m definitely involved here. Or would you rather | tell the 
prosecution about this!?" 

"...M-Mr. Zenko. So that really was staged, wasn’t it?" 

Yukina looked at me with somewhat suspicious eyes. 

"No, of course not." 

| gave her the same explanation | had calmly given the judge earlier. It wasn’t staged or illegal; | 
never said that the witness who identified Fujioka was this kid, and she simply stood up on her 
own and said, ‘It’s definitely that guy, no mistake about it.’ 

Since | wasn’t dealing with the judge this time, convincing her was easy. 

"M-Mmmmmm..." 

"...W-Well, when you put it that way..." 

Satsuki puffed out her cheeks, and Yukina grimaced. 

"See? Anyway, that’s how it is, Satsuki, so go ahead and cry and shout as much as you want. If 
you're not going to leave, at least be quiet and don’t get in our way. We've got to figure out what 


to do in the next twenty minutes." 


"Hmph!" 


Ignoring the kid who pouted even more, | turned to Kageno. 

"Kageno, did you notice anything while observing today’s trial?" 

"Nope. If | had, I’d have already sold you the information — for a hefty price, of course." 
"...You greedy bastard, are you still not satisfied?" 


"Getting paid for providing valuable insights — that’s what being a professional is all about. I'll 
take every opportunity to cash in." 


"You ungrateful scoundrel. If you’d investigated and found out that Fujioka couldn't grip things 
strongly, | wouldn’t have been humiliated like that in court today." 


Kageno shrugged. 


"Well, | guess you could say the authorities just did a good job this time. Let bygones be 
bygones and focus on moving forward." 


| hesitated for a moment, unsure whether | should be angry at Kageno or Togasaki. 


As | was lost in thought about matters unrelated to the case, Yukina made a surprisingly 
constructive suggestion. 


"Um, Mr. Zenko, maybe we should take this time to go over the case from the beginning?" 


"Oh, that's a great idea! | hardly know anything about the situation this time because of my tests. 
Zenko, explain it to me in detail." 


"| don’t see much point in explaining it to you, but as Yukina said, going over the case again is 
probably the best approach." 


"Hmmmmmph... Don’t you get it? You’re struggling so much with this trial because you haven't 
relied on my help! You’ve won all your previous trials thanks to me, so now’s the time to swallow 


your pride and depend on me!" 


This kid might actually make a good lawyer — or rather, a great con artist. The way she can 
twist the story to such an extent is quite impressive. 


"Damn it, we don’t have time for this, so forget the brat and let’s just review the case. Everyone, 
listen up. This whole thing started at the end of last month —" 


"_..For the record, you’re the one who’s been derailing the conversation." 


Kageno muttered quietly, but naturally, | pretended not to hear him. 


The company TreeStruct Inc. was the stage for this case. The victim was the president of that 
company, Seiichiro Hirano. 


Originally, this company targeted young people, selling them expensive educational materials 
under the pretense of “investing in themselves” and having them attend brainwashing seminars 
that touted the company's greatness. They were practically begging for people to hold grudges 
against them. The defendant in this case, Takeshi Tsuji, was one such employee who had sworn 
loyalty to TreeStruct, likely as a result of these brainwashing seminars. However, due to my 
intervention at the request of Harada, Tsuji was fired from TreeStruct. That happened at the end 
of last month. 


Then, on Sunday, December 1st, at 1:30 PM, Tsuji was summoned to the company by Hirano. 
The reason was supposedly to discuss the payment of severance money that hadn’t been 
disbursed. Tsuji arrived at the company at the appointed time. However, what he found in the 
president's office was Hirano’s strangled corpse. 


The crime scene was on the second floor in the southwest part of Akatsuki Building. The room 
contained a desk, chairs, shelves, and a safe. There were also signs of slight disarray, such as 
writing utensils scattered on the floor. Additionally, the door of the safe had been left open, and 
the cash that was supposed to be inside had gone missing. 


Hirano was found lying on his back near the center of the room. The cause of death was 
strangulation, and a scarf was wrapped around his neck. That scarf was something Tsuji had left 
behind at the company. And then, upon finding the body, Tsuji, who had completely lost his 
composure, made the foolish decision to remove the scarf from the body and dispose of it in the 
garbage area behind the building. Unfortunately, his actions were witnessed by two people: 
Shizue Yamane, who was cleaning on the second floor, and Fumihiro Goto, a homeless man 
who was behind the building. 


Now, here was where things got a bit complicated. After disposing of the scarf, Tsuji left the 
building and contacted me to request legal representation. However, there was a man who 
witnessed Tsuji in a flustered state as he exited the building. 


The name of that man was Akiyoshi Harada. He was the one who asked me to cut ties between 
Tsuji and TreeStruct. The two had been close friends since high school, so it was practically 
unthinkable that they could mistake each other for someone else. 


Harada knew that TreeStruct’s office was inside the building from which Tsuji had come rushing 
out. Finding Tsuji’s behavior suspicious, Harada wondered if there had been some sort of 


trouble again and entered the building by himself. There, he discovered Hirano’s body and 
reported it to the police. 


Incidentally, | also reported it to the police right after hearing from Tsuji, but since | wasted some 
time messing around with Detective Inaba, Harada’s report apparently got through first. Well, it 
was only a matter of a few minutes, and in any case, the police were dispatched, so it wasn’t a 
big deal. 


Then, the police investigation began. But before that, | had already set a little scheme in motion. 
It was to hide Tsuji, who would undoubtedly be the prime suspect, and buy some time. However, 
the police, through Harada — another informant of whose existence | was unaware at the time 
— quickly learned about Tsuji. Under the direction of Prosecutor Togasaki, who had just been 
assigned from Tokyo, they swiftly found the evidence and testimony to back up Tsuji’s crime — 
the discarded scarf and the witnesses who saw him throw it away — and Tsuji was promptly 
arrested and charged. 


That was the gist of the situation. According to the autopsy report by Dr. White Piggy, there were 
no scratch marks on the strangulation wounds around the victim’s neck, suggesting that the 
killer likely strangled the victim from the front. The estimated time of death was 1:30 PM, but it 
was entirely possible that he was killed as early as 1:00 PM. 


Later, through Kageno’s investigation, another fact came to light. Apparently, there were 200 
thousand dollars in cash inside the safe at the crime scene. Normally, it would only contain a 
few ten thousand at most, but on the day of the incident, such a large sum had been prepared. 
According to the now-deceased Hirano, there was supposed to be a big deal coming up soon, 
but even so, it’s hard to imagine a transaction that would require 200 thousand dollars in cash. 


Moreover, there was another important fact. The vice president of TreeStruct, Yoichi Fujioka, 
had a debt of 70 thousand dollars, and that debt was fully repaid the day after the incident. 


Anyone hearing this story would naturally think the same thing: Fujioka stole the money from the 
company’s safe to pay off his debt, and in the process, had some conflict with Hirano and ended 
up killing him. 


However, Fujioka had one ailment. He suffered from severe rheumatoid arthritis, which made it 
impossible for him to grip anything strongly. In other words, he couldn’t have strangled someone 
with a scarf. The prosecution knew about this from the beginning, which is why Fujioka was 
excluded as a suspect early in the investigation. Nevertheless, Fujioka admitted in today’s court 
that he went to the scene after 1:00 PM on December ‘st, stole money from the safe, and saw 
the body. 


For what it’s worth, here was Fujioka’s side of the story: 


Fujioka and Hirano, seeing the inevitable downfall of TreeStruct after catching the attention of a 
lawyer like me, decided to abandon the company and run away — with the company’s funds. To 
that end, the president himself fabricated a bogus deal and placed 200 thousand dollars in the 
safe. 


Of course, if the money just disappeared, they would be the prime suspects. So, the two of them 
decided to frame Tsuji, who had only recently been fired without any explanation. 


Objectively speaking, Tsuji had every reason to hold a grudge against TreeStruct. Moreover, 
Tsuji had left his scarf behind when he was kicked out of the company. By using these 
circumstances, the two tried to pin the theft on Tsuji. That's why they called him to the company 
on a deserted Sunday afternoon — or so the story went. For now, there was no evidence or 


testimony to refute this theory, and it also explained why there was such a large amount of 
money in the safe on the day of the incident... 


"Hmm, is that all you've got?" 

"Yeah, that's pretty much it." 

"Huh. Even with all that information, you still haven't figured out who the culprit is?" 
Satsuki said in a mocking tone. Even | was a bit annoyed. 

"Oh-ho. So you've figured out who the culprit is then?" 


"Of course! A company that extorts money under the guise of ‘investing in yourself,’ and a 
suspect who never shows their face... there’s only one logical conclusion to be drawn from this!" 


She spoke with such unwavering confidence. 


... This kid had, on very rare occasions, made some startlingly sharp observations before. It was 
hard to believe, but could she actually know the culprit, something even | hadn’t figured out...? 


"Well then, let’s hear it. Who do you think the culprit is?" 
"Hmph." 
Satsuki dramatically pointed her finger. 


"It’s obvious! The culprit is none other than a special operative from the great and mighty KGB, 
the intelligence agency of Mother Russia!" 


"...Huh? The... KGB?" 

"Exactly! Think about what TreeStruct was doing! They were scamming gullible fools out of their 
money under the pretense of investment, right? Don’t you see what that means? That company 
was secretly established by Mother Russia to undermine this capitalist nation from within! But 
then the company was doing so well, and of all people, they caught the attention of a wicked 
capitalist lawyer like you. If the company’s secrets were exposed, it would be a disaster. So the 
KGB killed Hirano to ensure that the investigation didn’t lead back to Russia! Every bit of 
evidence proves it!" 


...| was an idiot for even expecting anything. 


"J-Just to be sure, so where is the culprit now? And in the first place, there’s no sign of anyone 
breaking in, you know?" 


"Hmph, you’re so naive. Do you think the KGB would leave even a single trace behind? The fact 
that there’s no sign of a break-in is the most solid proof of the KGB’s involvement! By now, the 
invisible assassin is probably enjoying a vacation in Cuba as a reward!" 

"... This was a waste of time." 

"Hmph! Are you doubting my reasoning, which perfectly fits all the circumstances!?" 

"I'd love to meet a juror who'd buy into that theory..." 


"Hmph!" 


Satsuki started to protest again, but | had neither the time nor the patience to indulge her. | 
ignored her and asked Kageno. 


"What do you think? Notice anything?" 

"Well... given the circumstances, Fujioka still seems like the culprit." 

So that was where we ended up, huh? | turned my gaze to Yukina. She nodded in agreement. 
"Yes, | think so too. He had the motive and the opportunity to kill. With all that circumstantial 
evidence, it’s hard to think otherwise... But, Fujioka has a disability that makes strangling 
someone impossible, right?" 


"Yeah, that's where we hit a dead end..." 


"Hold on a second, Yamashika," interrupted Kageno. "There’s something that’s been bothering 
me. Why are you so quick to believe the prosecution's side of the story this time?" 


| didn’t understand what he was getting at for a moment. 

".,.What do you mean?" 

"It's a simple matter. Sure, Fujioka might have a disease that prevents him from gripping things 
strongly. That's why it's considered impossible for him to strangle someone, and the prosecution 


excluded him as a suspect. 


But there's no reason to take people's words at face value, right? If you look for it, there are 
plenty of ways to strangle someone without using your hands." 


"Oh, that's right, Mr. Zenko! For example, maybe there was an accomplice, or perhaps... um, 
there was some kind of trick involving a tool!" 


"...Hmm. Now that you mention it, that's true." 
There was no need to take what people said at face value — when you thought about it, that 
was absolutely right. That bastard Togasaki was always spouting nothing but sound arguments, 


so | had forgotten something so simple. | needed to reconsider the situation from that premise. 


The most plausible hypothesis | had come up with is this: First, Fujioka kills Hirano, then Tsuji 
arrives, takes the scarf, and leaves. Finally, Harada visits the scene and reports it to the police. 


But how could Fujioka, who can't grip things strongly, strangle someone with a scarf? Was there 
any sign of a trick being used at the scene? | recall the time when | tried to bait Fujioka using 
Satsuki. Judging from his reaction, | didn't think there was an accomplice. The only person near 
the scene was that cleaning lady at best... 


No, wait. That's right. There was no need to take what people said at face value. If that was the 
case — | began to test various possibilities on the fly. 


It was just a few seconds later. 
"...N-No way." 
A certain hypothesis came to mind. 


N-No, that couldn't be... No, there was no need to do something like that in the first place. 
...N-No, wait, even if he didn’t need to, what if the other party did...? 


| had this newly arisen hypothesis. It indeed matched all the circumstantial evidence and had a 
degree of plausibility. 


However, it was too outlandish. | tried to dismiss it, to shake it out of my mind immediately. 
But | couldn't. 
"Oh, what's up, Yamashika? Did you think of something?" 


| ignored Kageno and pulled out a bundle of documents from my bag, immersing myself in 
reading them. 


"...What are you reading? Ah, it's a copy of Harada's statement, isn't it?" 
Confirming the contents, | pulled out my cell phone and called Harada's number. 
"Hello?" 

"It's me, Yamashika." 


"Oh, Mr. Yamashika. What's the matter, calling me? And with the trial in such a state, is Tsuji 
alright?" 


"Harada, | need your help with something related to that. You were questioned by the police, but 
you didn’t give much detail about the scene of the incident, did you?" 


"Yeah. After | found the body, | rushed out of the room right away. When | said | didn’t remember 
much about the scene, they didn’t ask many questions either." 


"| see. Harada, I’m looking for a witness who saw the scene before the police arrived. After this 
recess ends, could you testify in detail as a defense witness about what you remember from 
that time?" 


"| don't mind, but... like | said, | don't remember much about the scene, you know?" 


"Yeah, | know. But if things go as | think, we should be able to uncover the real culprit. | want 
you to try to remember anything you can from that time." 


"W-What!? Alright, | don't know how much | can do, but if that's the case, I'm happy to help." 
"I'm counting on you. I'll see you later." 
After | hung up, | plopped down heavily into the chair that was there. 


"Hey, who was that just now? | can tell by your face you've got some crazy scheme brewing." 


"Well, you'll just have to wait and see. But Satsuki, I’ve got one more thing | need your help 
with." 


"Oh? Well, okay. But it'll cost you..." 

| pulled out 30 dollars from my wallet and shoved them into Satsuki's hand. 
"No complaints, right?" 

"...You're unusually generous. So, what do you need help with?" 


I grinned. There were still people who didn’t know that Satsuki and | were in cahoots. Just you 
wait, Togasaki, you’ll pay for making a fool out of me. 


December 6th, 11:45 AM, District Courtroom No. 1 


As the judge announced the resumption of the trial, he turned his gaze toward me. 

"Defense Counsel Yamashika, are you ready?" 

"Yes, Your Honor. No problem." 

Perhaps bothered by my confident tone, Togasaki’s eyebrow twitched slightly. 

"Proceed. Begin." 

"| call Mr. Harada, who witnessed the crime scene, to the stand." 

As | had contacted him in advance, Harada took the witness stand without any sign of panic. 


"Mr. Harada, around 1:30 PM on December 1st, you saw your friend, the defendant, leaving 
Akatsuki Building, where TreeStruct’s office is located, looking unsettled, correct?" 


"Yes." 
"You found that suspicious and entered the building, right?" 
"Yes." 
"And then you found the victim’s body at the crime scene?" 


"Yes, that’s correct." 


"Mr. Harada, if you don’t mind, could you please close your eyes? | want you to recall the details 
of that time as clearly as possible." 


Harada looked a little confused but soon did as | asked. 
"Please recall carefully what it was like when you entered the president's office. Okay?" 
"Yes, I'll do my best. | didn’t actually enter the room, so | might not remember very clearly..." 


"That's fine. First, please tell us what you did after you saw the defendant and entered the 
building." 


"| immediately headed to the second floor. | had visited TreeStruct’s office before, so | knew 
where it was. And when | got to the office, even though it was a Sunday, the door was open, so | 
thought someone must be there and called out. But there was no response, so | peeked inside." 
"And then you found the body?" 

"Yes, that’s right." 

| asked my questions more rapidly than usual. 

"Please describe the state of the room in detail. What was in the room at the crime scene?" 
"Well, first, there was a large desk for work, and a chair. There was also a large shelf in the 
corner of the room... with books and statues displayed on it. Then there was a safe and... some 
kind of plant. It looked like a palm tree..." 

"What was the condition of the safe?" 

"It was closed. | don’t think there was anything unusual about it." 

"Next, please describe the condition of the victim in detail. Where was the victim lying?" 

"Yes. In the center of the room — on the floor in front of the desk." 

"What position was the body in?" 

"He was lying on his back." 


"Is there anything else you remember about the body?" 


"Well, let’s see... | guess the only thing is that a scarf was wrapped around his neck." 


"Was the room in disarray?" 

"Yes, it looked like a pen holder and its contents were scattered on the floor." 

So that’s how it was. There was no doubt now. 

| intentionally fell silent. 

It was partly to add impact to what | was about to say, and partly to organize my thoughts. 


Perhaps because of the prolonged silence, the spectators began to murmur, wondering what 
was going on, and Harada tilted his head slightly in confusion. 


After leaving enough time, | broke the silence. 


"Mr. Harada. You were the one who killed the victim, weren’t you?" 


At first, a blanket of silence fell over the courtroom. 


But as the spectators began to grasp the meaning of my words, they started to stir. Everyone 
tilted their heads in unison, wondering what | was saying all of a sudden, and even Togasaki 
looked unusually dumbfounded. 


"W-Wait a minute, what are you saying all of a sudden? What evidence do you have to accuse 
me of murder!? Besides, | never even set foot in that room!" 


Harada stammered as he spoke. 
"Mr. Harada. Earlier, | asked you to describe the state of the crime scene in detail, didn’t I?" 
"Y-Yes." 


"| asked you what the condition of the safe at the scene was. You answered that the safe was 
closed and that there was nothing unusual about it. 


However, that doesn’t make sense. The safe is located behind the desk. | confirmed this when | 
entered the crime scene. The desk obstructs the view of the safe, so unless you enter the room, 
it’s not visible. And one more thing: when the police arrived at the scene, the safe was open. 
And the only person who opened the safe was Mr. Fujioka. However, he testified that he didn’t 
arrive at the scene until after 1:00 PM, and by that time, the victim was already dead. 


In other words, this means you entered the scene before Mr. Fujioka did.” 
“T-That’s not true! I-I just made a mistake about the safe!” 


“No, that’s not all. Earlier, | asked if you remembered anything about the body. And you 
answered that a scarf was wrapped around the victim’s neck.” 


“Ah... Ah!?” 


“That’s impossible. Let’s assume, as the prosecution claims, that the defendant killed the victim. 
However, the defendant removed the scarf from the body. In other words, you couldn’t possibly 
have seen the scarf. And yet, you said the victim had a scarf wrapped around his neck. Why is 

that...?” 


| pointed my finger at Harada. 


“Because you were the one who killed him. You claimed that after seeing the defendant leave 
the Akatsuki Building, you headed to TreeStruct’s office. But that was a lie. You arrived at the 
scene before both the defendant and Mr. Fujioka, and you strangled the victim.” 


“| object, Your Honor!” 
Togasaki slammed his palm on the desk and stood up with unprecedented force. 


“Your Honor, this witness was merely led astray by the defense attorney’s extremely malicious 
line of questioning! Anyone can make a slip of the tongue. Moreover, he didn’t clearly see the 
crime scene and is relying on vague memories to testify, making it even more likely. 


And yet, the defense is treating this minor slip of the tongue as if they've caught some incredible 
break in the case and are trying to pin the crime of murder on an innocent man! Such conduct is 
utterly intolerable! All of these exchanges should be stricken from the record, and the defense 
should be penalized by Your Honor!” 


“Y-Yes, that’s right! What he said is true! I-] did say that the victim had a scarf wrapped around 
his neck, but | only glanced at the scene, so my memory is hazy! I’ve heard about the strangling 
with a scarf so many times during this trial that | just answered like that!” 


Ignoring the two of them, | addressed the judge. 


“Now, where exactly in my questioning was there any leading? | clearly instructed him to close 
his eyes and carefully recall what he saw at the scene. Furthermore, | merely asked about the 
condition of the victim. | asked him what the victim looked like. The fact that this witness 
answered that a scarf was wrapped around the neck is clearly a voluntary statement.” 


The judge was visibly perplexed. 


“...lndeed, based on the witness’s behavior, | cannot entirely dismiss the defense's claim. So, 
Defense counsel Yamashika, you’re asserting that this witness is the one who killed the victim?” 


“That's correct.” 

“Hmm, but as the prosecution says, it’s not enough to label someone a murderer based solely 
on the grounds that they misremembered a testimony. Do you have any other evidence? To 
begin with, if we assume your claim is true, how exactly did this crime occur?” 

“Let me first explain how | believe the crime occurred. 

The victim, Mr. Hirano, intended to split the money from the safe with Mr. Fujioka, as the latter 
testified. And they planned to make it look like the money was stolen, so they called the 
defendant to the office on a quiet Sunday afternoon to frame him. That much is likely true. 

On the day of the incident, Mr. Hirano and Mr. Fujioka headed to the president’s office with the 
safe, before the defendant arrived. However, two accidents occurred. First, Mr. Fujioka arrived 
late. And second, while Mr. Hirano was opening the safe and making preparations, someone 
suddenly entered the room. That person was —” 

| pointed to the witness stand. 

“Mr. Harada, it was you. 

Recently, you asked me for a favor. You wanted me to sever the defendant's ties with 
TreeStruct. | carried out that request, and the defendant was fired. However, there was no 
severance pay, no reimbursement for the seminar fees, or any return of the money for the 
materials. 

You were so worried about the defendant. This was probably a coincidence, but you must have 
seen Mr. Hirano entering the company on Sunday, didn’t you? And then you followed him, 
intending to at least demand that he pay the severance?” 

“Y-Your Honor! There’s no need to entertain such baseless speculation!” 

But it was Togasaki’s plea that the judge ignored. 


“Defense counsel, please continue.” 


“Yes, Your Honor. 


| can’t say for certain what exactly happened at that moment. However, Mr. Hirano was likely 
cornered, realizing he had been caught in a compromising situation. After all, he had gone to 
the trouble of preparing 200 thousand dollars in cash from the safe under his own authority and 
was ready to frame the defendant. Missing his opportunity that day would have ruined 
everything. In any case, it was very bad for Mr. Hirano to have you there. And — cornered, Mr. 
Hirano attacked you. 


Mr. Hirano was a rather robust man. Caught off guard, you were at a disadvantage, and in the 
ensuing struggle, you used the scarf that happened to be on the scene to strangle him. It was 


undoubtedly legitimate self-defense. That’s why there were signs of a struggle at the scene. 


You were frightened and fled the scene. Then Mr. Fujioka arrived and discovered the victim’s 
body. Having debts, he took advantage of the situation and stole the money from the safe. 


Finally, the defendant arrived. But the defendant was so shocked by the sight of the body that 
he took his scarf, which was wrapped around the neck, and fled the scene. And when you saw 
him hurriedly leaving the building, you were still in shock from having killed someone and told 
the police about what you had seen so that you wouldn’t be suspected.” 


When | finished laying out my deductions, the courtroom fell silent. However, there were still 
some people who looked skeptical. 


And the most prominent of them was this man. 
“E-Enough of this nonsense, Attorney!” 


Togasaki slammed his hand on the desk. It was the first time | had seen this man show such 
emotion. Get angrier. 


“| refuse to indulge in your absurdities any longer! Listen, this courtroom is not a place where 
you can spout wild guesses! If you have something to say, first produce some evidence!” 


“Rest assured, Prosecutor Togasaki. | wouldn’t say such things without evidence. | have two 
pieces of evidence ready.” 


“Your Honor, the defense requests a re-examination of certain evidence.” 
“Oh? What evidence, and for what reason?” 
“The prosecution’s Exhibit A — the murder weapon, the scarf. Dr. Eboshi testified that DNA from 


someone other than the defendant was found on the scarf. | want it tested to see if that DNA 
matches this witness.” 


“Hm, | see... That would indeed be a reasonable examination.” 
Harada’s face on the witness stand stiffened. 


"T-That's absurd! I've known Tsuji for a long time, and I've had plenty of opportunities to touch 
his belongings. It's not strange that my DNA would be on it!" 


| immediately retorted. 


"Mr. Harada, I'm sorry, but that's impossible. Dr. Eboshi also testified that DNA cannot be 
detected from a cloth like a scarf unless it is grasped very firmly. 


Moreover, the defendant's scarf was purchased just about half a month ago. Indeed, you were 
close to the defendant, but you didn't work together, did you? You wouldn't have seen each 
other that often. The only time you came into direct contact with him during this half-month was 
when he was fired from TreeStruct and visited my office, wasn't it? But at that time, the scarf 
had been left behind at the company, so you never had a chance to touch it." 

"...Ugh..." 

"Defense counsel, what is the other piece of evidence?" 

Instead of answering the judge, | turned back to the witness stand. 

"Mr. Harada. You testified that you visited the crime scene around 1:30 PM, correct?" 

"Yes, that's right." 

"Then, naturally, you didn't approach the scene before that time, did you?" 

"O-Of course not!" 


I grinned. 


"Unfortunately, that's also a lie. You went to the scene before Mr. Fujioka. You wouldn't know 
this, but there's a witness who saw you coming down from the second floor at around 1:00 PM." 


"I! N-No way!?" 
Togasaki's face twisted in astonishment. And at that moment... 


One of the spectators stood up resolutely and shouted. 


"| saw him! It's definitely him, and the time is spot on!" 

The courtroom was filled with murmurs. 

Yes. There was one more person who didn't know about the relationship between me and 
Satsuki: Harada. Even when he visited my office, he never met Satsuki. And on the other hand, 
Harada witnessed the scene where Satsuki shouted that she saw Fujioka. With Satsuki making 
such a Claim, there was no way for him to deny it. 

Togasaki hastily stood up. 


"W-Wait a moment, Your Honor! This cannot be allowed! T-That witness —" 


"Prosecutor Togasaki, please sit down. We discussed this matter earlier, and you agreed, didn't 
you?" 


The judge, without even reprimanding the spectator who spoke out of turn, instead put his head 
in his hands and let out a big sigh. The jurors, not understanding what was going on, exchanged 
glances with each other. 


Meanwhile, Harada was trembling, unable to say anything. The situation was set. All that was 
left was to give him the final push. 


"Mr. Harada. I've heard that you were a good senior to the defendant. | fully understand the 
circumstances that led you to kill the victim in self-defense. 


| want you to remain a good senior to the defendant until the end. It's understandable that you 
couldn't bring yourself to confess. But if you continue like this, your crime will be pinned on the 


defendant. Please, | ask that you stop trying to put the blame on the junior you've cared for." 


As if a switch had been flipped, the courtroom, which had been buzzing with noise just moments 
ago, fell silent. 


Even Togasaki seemed to be waiting intently for Harada's words. It was as if he was hoping 
Harada would say it was all a lie, that everything the defense said was nonsense. 


Harada still didn't answer, hanging his head in silence. But then his eyes moved, and he 
glanced at me. 


No, it wasn't me he looked at. It was Tsuji, who was sitting next to me. His junior, who was 
anxiously gazing at Harada. 


Eventually, Harada slowly opened his mouth. 


"...1 understand. Yes, you're right." 

The courtroom buzzed again. 

"| saw the president sneaking into the company on that Sunday. As you said, the issue of Tsuji's 
severance pay was on my mind. | was also curious why he was doing such a thing on a Sunday 
morning. So | followed him, all the way into the office... 

And then, | ran into that Hirano guy as he was trying to open the safe... | never thought he was 
trying to run off with the company's money. But when | confronted him about Tsuji, suddenly he 
attacked me! | was caught off guard and had no choice... When | came to, | was strangling him 
with the scarf that was nearby..." 

Harada's voice trembled. 

"Tsuji, I'm so sorry..." 


Perhaps the shock was too great, and Tsuji just stood there, his mouth agape, dumbfounded. 


Likewise, Togasaki seemed at a loss for words. | shot a quick glance at the prosecutor, then 
turned to the judge. 


"Your Honor. The defense moves to dismiss this case." 

"...[t seems | have no choice but to agree. Prosecutor Togasaki, what do you think?" 
Togasaki, as if startled, began to speak, his previous confidence all but lost. 

"Y-Your Honor. It is clear that this witness has a very close relationship with the defendant. 
T-Therefore, the possibility that the previous testimony was perjury to save the defendant 
cannot be ruled out. The prosecution would like to propose, instead of dismissing the case, to 


temporarily delay the trial to confirm this." 


That was a desperate move. | spread my arms wide and responded as if welcoming the 
proposal. 


"If the prosecution insists, the defense has no objections. We are not concerned with mere 
formalities. 


However, unlike the prosecution, we believe the truth of this case has already been revealed. If 
you still wish to delay the trial, that's fine, but on one condition: that the delay be indefinite. | 


don't think there's any chance the prosecution will come up with new evidence, and | don't want 
to be summoned to this court every few days." 


Togasaki muttered under his breath. He likely intended that the spectators couldn't hear him, but 
| have good hearing. 


The judge shrugged his shoulders as if to say, ‘Oh well.' 

"This court cannot afford to burden the jurors with more formalities. By the authority vested in 
me, | hereby dismiss this case. If the prosecution still harbors doubts about the defendant, they 
may refile charges after discovering new evidence." 

".,.U-Understood." 

Togasaki said with a face that looked like he'd swallowed a bitter pill, collapsing onto the desk. 


The judge looked around at the five jurors. 


"| sincerely thank you all for fulfilling your duties as jurors until the end. Your work here is now 
complete. 


The defendant is to be released immediately. Court is adjourned." 

The gavel struck with a loud bang. 

And with that signal, the courtroom was filled with cheers. 

Perhaps they were acquaintances of Tsuji, but several men jumped out of the spectator seats 
and offered him words of congratulations. Tsuji, looking a bit bewildered, tried to respond to 
them. 

"You did it, Mr. Zenko!" 


Yukina said with a beaming smile. 


"Well, with me on the case, it was a piece of cake. But Yukina, wait here for a moment. | have 
one last thing to take care of." 


"Huh? Is there still something left?" 


| gave a sly smile instead of answering and approached Prosecutor Togasaki, who was hurriedly 
packing up to leave, and spoke to him. 


"Thanks, Prosecutor Togasaki. For allowing that kid as a witness." 
Togasaki's face twisted in frustration. It was the first time I'd seen such an expression on him. 
"...1 have to return to Tokyo for now. But | will never forget you! Next time, | will make you pay!" 


"Oh, Prosecutor Togasaki, don't you think that line sounds a bit too much like Prosecutor 
Horiuchi?" 


Togasaki's face turned bright red, just like Horiuchi often did. 

"| will definitely be back! Remember that!" 

"That's good to hear. Makes my job easier when I've got prosecutors like you to deal with." 
Togasaki gritted his teeth and glared at me once before quickly leaving the courtroom. 
"Good riddance..." 


This time, even | was lying. If possible, | never wanted to go up against a prosecutor like that 
again. 


December 6th, 5:10 PM, Yamashika Law Office 


By the time Kageno and | returned to the office, it was completely dark outside. The days really 
do get shorter come December. 


"Ah, finally over. Don't get me wrong, I'm happy to take on murder cases, but | could do without 
ones this complicated." 


| slumped into the chair by my desk. Normally, Yukina would bring me some good tea and a 
snack, but unfortunately, she was out shopping for dinner with Satsuki. It was Yukina's idea to 


have a little party to celebrate the end of the case. 


"If you keep making light of people's deaths like that, you'll get cursed someday." Kageno said, 
sinking into the guest sofa. 


"Hmph, you're making money by helping out with that too, so we're in the same boat." 
"...1s this what they call 'in for a penny, in for a pound'?" 


What a ridiculous thing to say. 


"By the way, Yamashika. What's going to happen to Harada now?" 


"Well, the prosecution will probably try to charge Harada with murder just to spite us. But it's 
pretty obvious that it was self-defense." 


"| see. A few years of suspended sentence then?" 

"Something like that." 

Then Togasaki's anger would likely be directed at the other criminal revealed in this trial — 
Fujioka. | feel a bit sorry for Fujioka, who would now be in Togasaki's crosshairs, but in the end, 
it was his own doing. The rest was up to fate. 

If there was one thing | was worried about, it was my former client who was acquitted — Tsuji. 
Betrayed by the company he once worked for, framed for murder by a senior he was close to. 
Anyone would become distrustful of people after going through something like that. But Tsuji 


seemed to believe that Harada's actions were ultimately motivated out of concern for him. 


"| plan to help my senior Harada reintegrate into society." He had said with a straight face. Well, 
now that my work was done, it wasn't my concern what kind of life he led. 


"Well, | guess it's back to being closed for business tomorrow," Kageno said with a sarcastic 
tone. 


"Hmph, if | don't have work, it just means the world is at peace." 
"When you Say it, that almost sounds profound." 
What a rude thing to say. 


"By the way, isn't the jury system going to be used for civil trials starting next year? Sometimes 
you should take on a well-paying case and maybe give me a bonus." 


"No way, I'm not taking on any complicated civil suits. I'm fine just sitting in this chair and waiting 
for murder cases to come to me." 


Then, at that moment. 


| heard the sound of someone rushing towards the door from outside, and then the door burst 
open. 


"| won, | won!" 


It was Satsuki. She was holding a white plastic shopping bag in her left hand and some pieces 
of paper in her right. 


"...You're as noisy as ever. | told you to open the door more quietly." 
"Heheh, are you sure you want to talk to me like that right now?" 
"...Huh?" 


Satsuki, like some kind of superhero from who knows where, triumphantly raised the pieces of 
paper in her right hand high. 


"Do you know what this is? It's the grand prize from the Uenohara shopping district's 
end-of-year lottery — a four-person invitation to a hot spring trip!" 


"...Huh?" 


While | was puzzled as to why she suddenly brought this up, Yukina returned, carrying a bag of 
groceries. 


"I'm back, Mr. Zenko." 

"Oh, welcome back." 

"Did you hear about the lottery?" 

She said this while looking at Satsuki, who was still proudly holding up her right hand. 

"Ah, yeah. Something about a hot spring trip..." 

"You're amazing, lyo. We only had one chance, but you still managed to win the grand prize." 


"Heheh J Guess this is what they call karma! If it were Zenko, he'd probably have won a pack of 
tissues at best J" 


Extorting money from a lawyer who was just trying to do his job wasn't what | would call good 
karma. 


Anyway, | understood the situation. Basically, Satsuki won the grand prize in the lottery at the 
shopping district. 


"Hey, Mr. Zenko, since the trial is over today, why don't we all go together for a little rest?" 


...Men really are simple creatures. 


When you hear the word "hot spring," the next words that come to mind is... "mixed bathing." Of 
course, there weren't many mixed bathing hot springs nowadays. But it was the sad nature of 
men. | couldn't deny that those two words popped into the back of my mind. 


And so | said, with a flimsy excuse, 


"A hot spring, huh? Well, it's not like | particularly want to go, but there probably won't be any 
cases for a while, so why not —" 


Little did | Know at this point that | would end up encountering someone unexpected at that hot 
spring... 


Afterword 


So, how did you find the latest volume of Tactical Judgment? 


Thanks to everyone's support, this series has finally reached its fourth volume. For an author 
like me, who was terrified that the first volume might be both the first and the last, this is truly an 
unexpected joy. | sincerely thank all the readers who have supported this series. 


Additionally, to those who sent me letters last year, as a small token of my gratitude, | sent out 
New Year’s cards, which were rather short and served as a testament to my lack of design 
sense. I'd be happy if at least the stamp sheet was a hit. 


However, there is a bit of a time lag between when letters reach the editorial department and 
when they finally get to me, so it’s not uncommon for me to receive letters postmarked more 
than half a year ago. If there is anyone out there thinking, "I didn’t get that New Year’s card!", I’m 
terribly sorry, but could you please wait until next year? 


Setting that aside, it’s been a full six months since the last volume was released. 


Actually, this book was supposed to be published in December last year, and | had finished 
writing most of it by around September, but due to various circumstances, it ended up being 
delayed. I’ve heard that some people were looking forward to my book, and | sincerely 
apologize for this... The next one will be out sooner (I hope...). 


Um, moving right along, though it's a bit off-topic, this time | decided to tackle consumer contract 
law and fraudulent business practices. Some of the scenes at the beginning of the book are 
based on real-life experiences. | would like to take this opportunity to express my deep gratitude 
to the four classmates who were kind enough to share their valuable experiences with me. 


This may seem abrupt, but it turns out that invitations like the one at the beginning of this book 
are more common than you might think. About two years after | graduated from high school, | 
suddenly got a message from a junior saying, "| want to meet up," so | went to see them... and 
for some reason, that junior was there with an unfamiliar older guy, and what followed was pretty 
much the beginning of this book. 


There are also a lot of shady businesses out there. 


Once, when | was looking through job ads hoping to find some part-time work, | came across 
one that said, "Transcribe recorded lectures into text using a computer." Thinking | was pretty 
good at typing, | applied for the job... 


"First, you need to purchase a training course set for beginners. We can't assign you any work 
unless you buy this." 


"How much does it cost?" 


"350 dollars." 


"But once you buy this training course set, you'll be able to easily get jobs that pay around 60 
dollars each!" 


They were really insistent, but it was clearly suspicious. | could easily imagine being left with just 
the 350-dollars purchase and then hearing excuses like, "We haven't had much work lately..." 


Also, when | turned 20, or when | started working and began paying into the public pension 
system, | suddenly started getting more surveys and solicitation calls from some shady 
organizations. I’ve heard that most of the readers of the Fujimi Mystery Bunko series are in their 
teens, but | strongly recommend that when you reach adulthood, you should be very skeptical if 
you get a call from a woman with a sweet voice whom you don’t know. 


Again, changing the subject abruptly, | had quite a bit of trouble with fact-checking for this book, 
especially when it came to the legal aspects and fraudulent business practices. While you can 
find a lot of information on the internet, sometimes one site says one thing, and another site 
says the complete opposite. So, | really wanted to consult with an expert, but of course, | didn’t 
know anyone like that. 


So, when in doubt, pray to God, or in this case, ask the editorial department. 


"Here’s the situation, do you happen to know any lawyers who are knowledgeable about this 
sort of thing?" 


Mr. T, the editor-in-chief of Fujimi Mystery Bunko, graciously agreed to help. 
"Okay, I'll introduce you to a lawyer connected to Kadokawa Shoten." 


Fantastic. This is amazing. As expected of the prestigious Kadokawa Shoten Fujimi Business 
Division. 


However, this happened around August of last year. On the one hand, you have a newbie writer, 
and on the other, a professional lawyer. It was difficult to find a time that worked for both of our 
schedules, and the deadline was fast approaching. 


He was kind enough to agree to meet with me, but in the end, | had to ask someone else about 
the bare minimum | needed to know to write the story. 


Fortunately, when | searched online, | found several consumer consultation centers that offered 
free advice about fraudulent business practices, so | immediately called one. 


"Excuse me, I’m researching fraudulent solicitation methods that might violate the law..." 


"We're sorry, but we only handle consultations from people who are truly in trouble. Please 
refrain from such inquiries. If you need a lawyer, please contact the bar association." 


... Yes, | understand. | wasn’t actually sold any overpriced goods, and I'll check somewhere else 
so that the people who really need help can get it... 


As instructed, | called a certain bar association next. 
"Excuse me, I’m researching fraudulent solicitation methods that might violate the law..." 


"We do not answer such inquiries. For that kind of issue, please contact a consumer 
consultation center. Or, you can ask a lawyer directly." 


"Um, could you introduce me to a lawyer who specializes in that field?" 
"Our website lists all the lawyers, so please take a look." 


... Wow, that’s impressive. It’s amazing how all the registered lawyers are categorized by fields 
like ‘criminal cases' or ‘inheritance disputes’... 


So, | found a lawyer who seemed knowledgeable about fraudulent business practices on the 
website and called their office. 


"I'd like to consult with Mr. so-and-so..." 
"Mr. so-and-so is currently unavailable." 
"Mr. so-and-so is out on a business trip." 


...Okay, | understand. Unlike some shady lawyers, real lawyers are indeed very busy... 


In the end, none of the calls | made went through, and before | knew it, it was past 5 PM, after 
which most offices were already closed... 


Random Trivia: 

If you’re planning to use a free consultation center under the guise of research, don’t start 
calling in the late afternoon. Begin around 2 PM, and don't just call one place; be prepared to 
call about ten. 

Also, most law offices are closed on weekends. If you try to find a lawyer on a Friday evening 


like some author did, you might miss the time limit and end up doing nothing for two days, so be 
careful. 


And then came Monday. By this point, | was completely terrified of calling law offices without an 
appointment, so | decided to call the Tokyo Metropolitan Consumer Affairs Center. 


"This is the Tokyo Metropolitan Consumer Affairs Center (monotone). The lines are currently 
very busy (monotone)." 


| kept calling for an hour, but | never got through. 
...Well, it’s great to know that public consultation centers are so active and helping people... 
So, | finally called my local consumer consultation office. 


"We don’t handle many inquiries here, so we’ll answer what we can, but for anything else, we'll 
refer you to a larger consultation center." 


| am truly grateful just to have someone willing to listen to my inquiries. 


...Well, anyway, it was a lot of work, but | somehow managed to grasp the essentials of 
consumer contract law. 


After that, just before the deadline, | was finally able to hear from Lawyer K, whom the 
editor-in-chief introduced to me, and that’s how this book finally made it to publication. 


Lawyer K shared with me some valuable stories from his time as a legal apprentice, which were 
extremely valuable to me. | would like to take this opportunity to express my deepest gratitude. 


Note: 


This time, I’m complaining about being turned down here and there, but | must mention that 
when | was researching credit card bankruptcy for a short story in the Tactical series, the staff at 
a certain free consultation center in Tokyo was incredibly polite and took an hour to answer all 
the questions | had. There’s no doubt that my questions this time were too vague. 


Finally, | would like to extend my gratitude to Mr. Hirokawa, who provided the illustrations. The 
character settings and even the layout of the rooms changed between the first and second 
drafts, so | apologize for any confusion this may have caused.... 


Also, to my editor, Ms. S. Thank you for patiently sticking with my still-immature writing for over 
a year. Please continue to support me this year as well. 


Well, that aside, I’d like to share a little personal story. 
When | visited the official site of Mr. Tokiumi, who debuted in the same year as me with 
‘Gotohime’, | saw that he had received a letter and a gift with a note saying, “Congratulations on 


your debut's first anniversary,” from Ms. K, the person in charge, together with the proof copies. 


| am eagerly awaiting the arrival of the proof copies for my next work. 


| hope to deliver the fifth volume of Tactical around summer... | really do. 


Until then. 


P.S. 1: 


In this book, there is a company named "TreeStruct Inc." but of course, it is entirely fictional and 
has no connection to any real companies or organizations. As of early February 2004, a search 
for "TreeStruct" returned no results on the internet. (The name was just a forced translation of 
"tree structure"...) 


Additionally, while the beginning of this book is based on a friend’s experience, | have no 
connection whatsoever with the real companies involved with that friend’s friend. 


There are likely many companies in reality that support entrepreneurs, and it’s probably true that 
such companies are necessary in today’s Japan, and | don’t doubt that most of these 
companies are conducting legitimate business. 


However, it’s worth keeping in mind that there are companies out there that will try to sell you 
overpriced products if they get the chance. 


P.S. 2: 


Regarding the handling of punitive damages in Japan, besides consulting Lawyer K, | also 
referred to the Supreme Court ruling in the Mansei Industrial case (Second Petty Bench ruling 
on July 11, 1997) and the case where "the enforcement of a punitive damages ruling by a 
California court in the United States was denied in Japan on the grounds of public order and 
morality." (Long title...) 


PSia: 


As always, | am not a lawyer, and this book was written based on what | researched and what | 
heard from others. 


While | hope this book will be somewhat informative, | strongly recommend that if any readers 
are dealing with issues related to consumer contract law, they should first consult with a 
specialized consultation center. 


P.S. 4: 


| am also writing a series called "Frontier of Junk" for Fujimi Mystery Bunko. It’s a story where 
not even a hint of law appears, let alone a lawyer, but if you happen to see it at a bookstore, | 
would be grateful if you could pick it up. 
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